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The Himalaya is the greatest mountain system m the world It stretches 
without interruption across the top of India in a gentle curve for 1,500 miles 
from east to west, between the Brahmaputra and Indus rivers In width it 
averages a mere hundred miles, a barrier between the hot plains of India to the r 
south and the bleak upland plateau of Tibet to the north 

Most of us find such an immense range of mountains hard to envisage, 
because the scale is beyond our experience, but if we imagine the most 
westerly of the great peaks, Nanga Parbat, to be in London, then the moil 
easterly, Namche Barwa, would rise somewhere near Moscow Or, put 
* another way if the Himalaya was laid out down the eastern side of the United 
States it would stretch from New York to Houston in Texas 
It is not one single wall of ice-draped mountains The geological forces 
which formed the Himalaya (and it is a young range of mountains on the 
geological time scale) twisted and contorted it into a complex pattern which 
has been further modified by the erosion of many centuries Great rivers have 
carved gorges through the ranges, and each year the monsoon lashes the 
southern slopes contributing inexorably to then inevitable destruction With- 
in the width of this complex structure it is possible to distinguish three zones 
Nearest to the Indian plains are the low, forested Siwahks - foothills really, 
and the haunt of bear and tiger Behind these hills there rises a much higher 
group called the Lesser Himalaya - lesser only in comparison with the final, 
most northerly ridge, the Great Himalaya fifteen thousand feet would be an 
average height for a peak in the Lesser Himalaya - typically a limestone 
mountain rising from a bed of thick forest In the Great Himalaya, however, 
twenty thousand feet is commonplace - there arc over a thousand such peaks 
'And beyond the Great Himalaya lies upland Tibet One may visualize the 
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whole Himalayan range as three crumpled folds of the earth’s crust pushed up 
against the ancient Indian continental block by the forces of Nature, long aco. 

Cradled among the mountains towards the eastern end of the Himalaya, 
where the high peaks gather in greatest profusion, lies the independent 
kingdom of Nepal Of the thirteen mountains in the world which exceed 
8,000 m no fewer than eight of them arc in Nepal Heights such as these arc 
almost unimaginable - if 'you could put the Appalachians on top of the 
Rockies, the Nepal Himalaya would still tower over all Or take Aconcagua in 
the Andes, the highest mountain in the Western hemisphere, 22,835 ft Put 
the highest mountam in Britain, Ben Nevis, on top of it and Everest would 
still overlook both by 2,000 ft 


Mount Everest lies tucked away m the north-east comer of Nepal, on the 
border with Tibet, half hidden by its impressive neighbouring peaks From a 
distance, as Sir Francis Younghusband once described it 

Mount Everest for its size is a singularly shy and reunng mountain It hides 
itself away behind other mountains On the north side, m Tibet, it docs 
mdeed stand up proudly and alone, a true monarch among mountains But 
it stands m a very sparsely mhabited part of Tibet, and very few people ever 
go to Tibet From the Indian side only its tip appears amongst a mighty 
array of peaks which being nearer look higher 1 


In 1905, during the Younghusband mission to Lhasa, two of lus officers 
actually approached to within sixty miles of Everest and had a clear view of the 
mountam, even to the extent of picking out the North Ridge as a likely way to 
the top Had Younghusband been able to reach the mountam from the south 
as well, through Nepal, he might have been surprised to discover how true his 
words were, because to obtam a proper view of Everest it is necessary to travel 
to the very foot of the mountam and climb some 18,000 ft up the adjacent 
rocky knoll of Kala Pattar Even then only the top half is visible 

Everest is an enormous pyramid with three great ndges and three wide 
faces When the first expedition reached the mountam m 1921 they were 
surprised to discover that it is essentially a rock peak, and not the snowy spire 
u seems from afar This ^characteristic is most noticeable from the north 
where, from the Rongbuk valley, the strata can be seen stretching across the 

dlS “ 6 “f able T >* most prominent of these ,s at 

27^500ft and is a thick layer of yellowish bines, one known as die YeUow 
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Map 1 The Indian Sub-continent 
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the top and bottom sections are steeper than the long undulating snow crest 
which forms the main part. 

Rather less than a mile from the summit, this ridge has a distinct shoulder 
from which another ndge descends northwards to a high and icy col called 
Chang La - the North Col of the pre-war expeditions Beyond the col rises 
Changtse, the ‘north peak of Everest’ (7,550 m ) This, the North Ridge, also 
averages one m two, rising up to two quite noticeable ‘steps , where the 
harder limestone tops the Yellow Band It is this ndge which formed the line 
of attack of the pre-war British attempts on the mountain, and the Chinese 
post-war ascents 

The West Ridge of Everest, like the North East Ridge, is about three miles 
long and of roughly the same average angle, though in this case the average is 
even more misleading because the central part of the ndge is almost level The 
approaches to it are steep and icy and the upper part of the ndge consists of 
difficult rock Technically it is probably the most difficult of Everest’s ndges, 
and although the Americans went this way in 1963 they were forced off it in 
the upper part 

The third and final ndge of Everest is the South East Ridge, which falls 
from the summit to the South Col m a distance of a mile. Because the South 
Col is at a considerable altitude - 7,986 m , easily the highest of the cols 
limiting Everest’s ndges - the slope is again about one in two It is a fairly 
broad, mixed rock and snow ndge which leads up to a point called the South 
Summit The crest then narrows and undulates to the final summit, v/ith one 
awkward pitch - the Hillary Step, which is sometimes bare rock and 
sometimes snow-covered This is the ndge by which the mountain was first 
climbed and it remains the normal line of ascent 


The frontier between Nepal and Tibet crosses the mountain by the West 
and South East Ridges 

On the northern side of the mountain the concave North Face stretches 
between the North Ridge and the West Ridge As such faces go it is not very 
steep - 40°-45° at the Yellow Band was Wyn Harris’s estimate - though the 
upper band ofihmestone is steeper and forms what amounts to a line of crags 
above the Yellow Band Because the rock beds dip to the north at an angle of 
30% the effect at the Yellow Band is a senes of easily angled overlapptng slabs, 
like enormous roofing ules They are littered wtth detritus and in bad weathe? 

covered m snow, but for the chmber, as Odell once put tt, they are more 
aw kward than difficult ^ are more 


Because the North Ridge diverges from the North 
considerable distance below the summit a small u \ Rldge som 
formed between the two, overlooking the UDner ° r e [ 11 ^ acuig ^ cet 1 
Glacier Tnan^lar-sha^d, TV ?*** Ro ” sbu 
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pre-war expeditions, but, understandably enough, was ignored by them. It 
would probably make a difficult rock and ice climb, though, because it does 
not reach to the mam summit, one of minor importance So far as is known, 
nobody has set foot on this face 

Nor has anyone attempted the enormous East Face of Everest, overlooking 
the Kangshung Glacier. When Mallory first saw it m 1921 he was awed by it 
‘Everest is seen to fill up the head of the valley with a most formidable 
circle of cliffs overhung by hanging glaciers From this side the mountain 
seemed quite unclimbable ,3 Post-war climbers who have looked down the 
face from the South East Ridge, or across at it from other summits on the 
watershed, have been equally impressed 

Unlike the other faces, the East Face has its rock buttresses at the bottom 
There are four mam spurs above which the rest of the face is a complex of 
snow and ice slopes continuing upwards and merging with the South East 
Ridge and the North East Ridge Above the lower buttresses the angle is not 
steep, but the various ice walls or serac barriers would undoubtedly make 
route-finding difficult and the climbing arduous 

The third great face of Everest is the South West Face, overlooking the 
Western Cwm, and again quite different from the others For one thing it is 
very much steeper, the upper 2,000 m bemg virtually a rock wall Steep snow 
slopes rise from the bed of the Cwm for about 500 m to the foot of the first 
cliffs, known as the Rock Band Because the bedding planes dip to the north, 
the South West Face exhibits the scarp face of the rock - very much steeper, 
but more suitable for climbing, although the rock could be of better quality. 
The Rock Band is a similar schistose shale to that which appears below the 
Yellow Band of the North Face and has been described by one of the first men 
to climb it as ‘very mixed and extremely rotten’ 4 The Rock Band is some 
thousand feet high, ending in a narrow ice field stretching across the centre of 
the face, above which rise steep cliffs formed from the scarp face of the 
summit limestone 


The Western Cwm is worth describing in some detail because it is central to 
most of what has happened on Everest since the Second World War The 
Cwm is a high glacial hoUow formed by a horseshoe of peaks and ndges with 
us open end facing west The northern wall of the Cwm is formed bv Everest 
useir - the towenng South West Face At the head of the Cwm ,s the South 
Col, below which is a distinctive rock nb known as the Gen^ q 
do™ towards the crevassed to of the 

a ndge climbs steeply from the South Col to Lhotse (8 501 m t T T* u 

htghcs, mountain in the world From Lhotse the ndge Sold T 

southern nm of the Western Cwm culmination in th» i 0U “ d 10 form 
Nuptsc (7,979 m ) cumulating m the long serrated summit of 

Withm these high enorclmg walls the snowy bed of the Cwm is about two 
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miles long and from a half to three quarters of a mile wide It descends from 
the steep slopes of the South Col and looks fairly level, though in fact the 
gradient is almost one in four It is crevassed, but not unduly so, and in many 
respects would make the ideal classic glacier approach to the mountain but for 
the Khumbu Icefall 

The Khumbu Icefall occurs where the glacier bed of the Western Cwm, 
moving inexorably downwards as glaciers do, tumbles steeply from the mouth 
of the cirque to the mam valley The fall is about two thousand feet in a 
distance of rather over a mile an average slope of 1 in 2Vi, which is steeper 
than the huge press of ice can bear and maintain equilibrium In consequence 
it fractures into thousands of pieces - an utterly chaotic jumble of ice blocks 
(seracs) and deep crevasses Some of the seracs are immense, like crystalline 
town halls, and because the glacier is always on the move they eventually shift 
and collapse with a thunderous roar Every climber knows that the serac he is 
passing beneath will one day collapse, and he prays fervently that it won’t be 
at that very moment 

The Icefall is a formidable barrier between Base Camp and the mountain 
To climb Everest it is essential to place camps in the Western Cwm, which 
means .that laden Sherpas have to pass and repass through the dangerous 
Khumbu Icefall 

Even climbing the Icefall can be difficult, though it vanes from season to 
season and some years is technically less difficult than m others The first 
climber to see the Icefall was Mallory m 1921, when he was trying to find a 
way from the Rongbuk Glacier to the Western Cwm He reached a colllear 
Pumon on the watershed between Tibet and Nepal, but discovered he' could 
not cross it because the Khumbu side was much too steep He could, however, 
see the Icefall 

we have seen this Western glaaer and are not sorry we have not to go up 
it It is terribly steep and broken It was not a very likely chance that the 
gap between Everest and the South Peak could be reached from the West 
From what we have seen now I do not much fancy it would be possible, 
even could one get up the glacier 5 

Yet it was by this very route that Everest was first climbed, though Mallory 
can be excused hts pessimism, for looking at the Icefall from a distance it docs 
seem fairly impossible 

It is never a comfortable place The late Dougal Haston described his 
feelings about the Icefall m 1971 

it was always a mentally exhausting journey In some places the only 
possible route was under overhanging shaky seracs Frequent crossings of 
this type of passage are more wearing than big wall climbing \ ou cannot 
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even take the normal safety precaution of going when there is no sun as the 
sun is on the Icefall for most of the day One can only go in and hope On 
some occasions complete sections of the route were destroyed by movement 
of ice When one finally comes out of this icy mess into the Western Cwm it 
is like being m a newer, brighter land 6 


A recent Everest climber told the author that too much emphasis should not 
be placed on the difficulties of the Khumbu Icefall, but there is no doubt that 
it is the greatest smgle obstacle m approachmg the mountain There is nothing 
comparable on the northern side It may not be technically difficult for the 
modem ice climber - expeditions usually find a way through jt in about a week 
- but it is always dangerous At least eleven men have died there and for any 
Everest expedition the Khumbu Icefall must seem like a permanent ghost at a 
banquet 

By whatever route the climber decides to tackle Mount Everest he must 
first, as Mallory once observed, find the mountain The approaches are in fact 
more numerous than is at first apparent six have been tried at one time or 
another, two of them esotenc if enterprising (see Chapter 11) and all but one 
subject nowadays to the political restrictions of Chinese Tibet 
The eastern approaches to the mountain were explored by the 1921 
expedition, but seldom, if ever, since There are two alternative routes - the 
Kharta and Kama valleys, both leading up to the mountains from the deep 
ravine of the Arun river and the village of Kharta, where the expedition made 
their base m verdant surroundings which contrasted strongly with the bleak 
valley of Rongbuk to the north The Kharta valley leads without difficulty to 
the Lhakpa La, a high but otherwise easy pass over into the head of the East 
Rongbuk Glacier below the North Col - this was the first approach route to 
Everest, and one wonders why it was never used again, if only to take 
advantage of the idyllic base and good supplies at Kharta 


The Kama valley also provides an easy approach, this time to the 
Kangshung Glacier and the stupendous East Face of Everest The glacier here 
seems unlikely to be as simple as its neighbour, the Kharta, but the whole 
valley, rimmed with peaks such as Chomo Lonzo, Makalu, Pethanutse 
Lhow and Everest, provides one of the finest mountain panoramas m the 


The mam approach route from the north - that u u 

expeditions - began at Darjeeling and entered Tibet from u/ ^ P re -war 

a long western march over the bleak uplands it eventual^ Then ^ 

village of Chobuk, and entered the Rongbuk vallev Jr S ° Uth t0 ^ 

plagued by incessant wmds Nevertheless it h a ~u desolate P Iace > 

Rongbuk and East Rongbuk Glaciers wh h a advanta § e that the 

uncomplicated approaches direct to the flank* If *u° W mt ° the VaUey ® lve 

e nanks of the mountain 
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Nowadays, for the tune being at least, these Tibetan approaches to Everest 
are of only academic interest to Western climbers, who are confined to the one 
standard approach from the south 

The southern route (see Map 5, p 256) mvolves a long trek from Kathman- 
du, the Nepalese capital, through leech-infested rhododendron jungles, and 
over a switchback of steep ridges which makes daily progress slow The whole 
march is across the ‘gram’ of the country until the Dudh Kosi river is reached 
Charles Clarke, doctor on Bonington’s 1975 expedition, described the tremen- 
dous scale of the Dudh Kosi 

At last we have reached the Dudh Kosi, how the scale of the country has 
changed from the little Beatrix Potter valleys and re-entrants to the vast 
sweeps of the ndges of the Dudh Kosi No wonder there is the highest 
mountain m the world at the top of it The majestic scale is impossible to 
capture on film and it is only by having to walk up the Dudh Kosi that one 
realizes how enormous it all is Each litde side valley is as large as most mam 
Himalayan valleys and each ridge or re-entrant takes an age to cross 7 

At Namche Bazar, the Sherpa ‘capital’, the vegetation begins to thin out as 
altitude is gained It is an unusual village where the houses are built round a 
curve in the hillside like an enormous Hollywood Bowl A day’s march further 
stands Thyangboche monastery, a most sacred place for Buddhists, built on a 
grassy alp m an idyllic setting and dominated by impressive peaks such as 
Kantega and Ama Dablam Enc Shipton, who led the first reconnaissance 
expedition up the valley in 1951, described it thus 

During the past few days we had become familiar with the extraordinary 
beauty of the country, but this did not lessen the dramatic effect of the scene 
which confronted us when we awoke next morning The sky was clear, the 
grass of the meadow, starred with gentians, had been touched with frost 
which sparkled m the early sunlight, the meadow was surrounded by quiet 
woods of fir, tree-jumper, birch and rhododendron silvered with moss 
Though the deciduous trees were still green, there were already brilliant 
splashes of autumn colour in the undergrowth To the south the forested 
slopes fell steeply to the Dudh Kosi, the boom of the river now silenced by 
the profound depth of the gorge To the north-east, 12 miles away across 
the valley of the Imja Khola, stood the Nuptse-Lhotse ndge, with the peak 
of Everest appearing behind But even this stupendous wall, nowhere less 
than 25,000 feet throughout its five-mile length, seemed dwarfed by the 
slender spires of fluted ice that towered all about us, near and utterly 
inaccessible 8 

From Thyangboche (3,867 m ) the narrow track climbs steadily up the 
valley towards the Khumbu Glacier, still two marches away In autumn 
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the route is ablaze with flame-coloured berbens bushes, but as height is 
gamed the hillsides become increasingly bare of vegetation and, were it not for 
the snowcapped peaks towering above, the scenery could be one of the bleaker 
pans of the Scottish Highlands or the Pennine moors Eventually the track 
leads onto the moraines of the Khumbu Glacier, whose ice, six miles long, is 
covered by a chaotic jumble of rock debris Near its head, and between the 
two beautiful mountams of Pumon and Nuptse, lies the area designated as 
Base Camp 

The walk to Base Camp from Kathmandu takes two weeks or more, but this 
is by no means time completely wasted Quite apart from the incredible 
beauty of the scenery it is a very good training walk for would-be climbers, 
because acclimatization is sufficiently gradual 

Nowadays, the visitor can be saved much of the walk by taking a light plane 
from Kathmandu to Lukla airstrip, two easy days’ walk below Namche Bazar, 
or even to an airstrip above Namche itself, where the Japanese have built the 
Everest View Hotel Such a course is not always wise the too sudden gam in 
height can lead to altitude sickness Expeditions seldom, if ever, take this 
short cut They prefer to walk m the whole way 


Apart from the other difficulties of reaching and climbing the mountain, 
any expedition to Everest must take mto account the monsoon, which rolls up 
from the south-west about the middle of June to break against the mountain 
barrier Everest is m the eastern part of the Himalaya the rams last a little 
longer than elsewhere m the range, and don’t die away entirely until about the 
end of September During this period there is little chance of climbing the 
mountain Apart from the weather itself the accumulation of fresh powder 
snow would make progress difficult and avalanches a constant menace 


Even the southern approach march through Nepal can be unpleasant m the 

monsoon views are clouded over, the rivers are swollen and the leeches 

voracious On the other hand, the monsoon has little effect m Tibet H 

not hamper an expedition approaching Everest from the north 

The monsoon dictates two periods during which Everest can be 

the pre-monsoon season and the post-monsoon season - and it C at ^ en JP te ^~ 

which has become the classic period for climbim* rv> a „ e lonner 
, , , , um S me mountain Thpn 

conditions are at their best, with snow cover at its firmest and d 11CU 

progressively warmer For a month - roughly mid-May to mid-T^ Whlch get 

often a period of calm weather during which the assault can tak^V 1S 

first ascent of the mountain, in 1953, occurred on 29 Mav f 6 P 3CC ~ 

Nevertheless the weather can be fickle Storms can occur^ CXam ^ e 

period, possibly during a crucial stage of the climb, with tra 6V6n dunng t ^ us 

those caught in exposed situations In some seasons 5 the 'f 113110 results for 

wholly bad, so that an expediuon has practically no c h ealiler 0311 almost 

expeditions of 1936 and 1938 suffered this fate 3006 succes s — the 
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The first tentative steps towards Himalayan climbing were taken in 1879 and 
1883 when the Hungarian mountaineer Von Dechy and the Englishman 
W W Graham .paid their respective visits Von Dechy was taken ill and little 
was accomplished, while Graham’s accounts of his exploits were so full of 
discrepancies that they have been a source of argument from that day to this 
Martin Conway’s expedition of 1892 was a very different affair altogether 
Whereas Von Dechy and Graham had gone simply for the sport, Conway had 
more serious intenuons, the chief of which was to make a name for himself as 
an explorer He chose the savage Karakorum region beyond the western end 
of the Himalayan range, and by modelling his expedition along the fines of the 
one that the great Edward Whymper had led to the Andes some twelve years 
earlier, combined both exploration and climbing Initially he had designs on 
K2, the second highest mountain in the world, but one sight of that immense 
spue of rock and ice was enough to convince Him he did not have the resources 
to tackle it Nevertheless he was successful in an industrious son of way the 
Royal Geographical Society later published his map of the area, and in 
reaching the summit of ‘Pioneer Peak’ (22,600 ft), a subsidiary of Baltoro 
Kangn, he established a new height record He collected specimens of flora 
and fauna from the area and kept meuculously detailed notes of everything It 
was m fact the very model of what Victorian intellectuals thought an 
expediuon should be, and though with hindsight and vastly more experience 
to draw upon we can today dismiss its achievements as being somewhat 
pedestrian, Conway’s Karakorum journey was a minor triumph m its time 
News about the expedition, which Conway fed to the pubhc in letters to The 
Times, stimulated much interest and discussion about the Himalaya in 
general Speculauon inevitably veered round to Mount Everest Could it be 
climbed? One man had been maintaining for some time that it could - Clinton 
Dent As early as 1885 he had written 
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To my mind at least, as far as human endurance is concerned, it would be 
no more surprising to me to hear that a man had succeeded in walking up 
Mt Everest -than to know that a man can succeed m standing an arctic 
climate while on a sledging expedition Objections like the difficulty of 
arranging for a supply of food, of expense, of risk and so forth, are not taken 
into account — they are really beside the question, they have not proved 
insuperable obstacles m the case of arctic exploration they will not prove 
insurmountable to the ambitious mountaineer we are contemplating I do 
not for a moment say that it would be wise to ascend Mt Everest, but I 
believe most firmly that it is humanly possible to do so, and, further, I feel 
sure that even m our own ume, perhaps, the truth of these views will receive 
material corroboration 1 


When the Conway expedition raised the matter again m the public’s mind 
Dent re-affirmed his views in the magazine Nineteenth Century with an article 
entitled ‘Can Mount Everest be climbed?’ 


The Conway expedition had a tangible link with the first direct steps 
towards Everest, for in his Karakorum party Conway included a young 
lieutenant from the 5th Gurkhas, the Hon Charles Granville Bruce Charlie 
Bruce, known as Bruiser to his friends, was to play a leading role in the early 
story of Everest exploration 

He was a remarkable character a great bull of a man, strong, adventurous 
and inclined to horseplay To his diminutive Gurkhas he was like a father, big, 
benevolent, and bawdy - a man who would sit round the camp fire with them 
at night cracking dirty jokes, breaking into his hissing laugh, and who, even 
when he had risen to the rank of colonel, would take on half a dozen of them at 
once in impromptu wrestling matches on the barrack square 
The fronuer campaigns which were then commonplace in India involved 
mountainous country and Bruce had soon realized the value of training his 
tough little Gurkha soldiers m mountain warfare, which in turn had led to his 
interest m mountaineering for its own sake The Gurkhas, being a hill people, 
had taken quite naturally to the training and several of them shared Bruce’s 
enthusiasm for climbing They took pan in several of the early Himalayan 

cxpediuons, and two of them died with Mummery on the ill-fated Nanea 
Parbai expedition of 1895 B 


Conway’s Karakorum expedition of 1892 was Bruce’s fust real expedition 
involving systematic exploration and cbmbmg, and desp.te being laid low wi* 

srai^rr^ 

train’ as Conway described ton Already Bruce’s though?^e U ^g 
towards Everest gnts were turning 


The following year, 1893, found Bruce 


in Chitral, where he met a kindred 
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spirit in Francis Edward Younghusband, who was serving there as Political 
Officer at the time Younghusband, barely thirty years old, was a dynamic 
little man with a Kitchener moustache who had already made a name for 
himself through some remarkable journeys in Asia, including one across the 
Gobi Desert and over the formidable Musragh Pass In Chitral he and Bruce 
teamed up to climb a local peak, the shapely Ispero Zorn, it was on the polo 
ground m Chitral that Bruce suggested they should explore the approaches to 
Everest with a view to an ascent This was the first direct proposal to climb 
Mount Eterest ever made Nothing came of their plans Each went his own 
way as duty called along a troubled frontier and almost thirty years were to 
pass before they were umted again in their common purpose under very 
different circumstances 

When Lord Curzon was appointed Viceroy of India in 1898 the Everest 
story took a step forward Only thirty-mne, he was a brilliant politician of 
wide intellect, something of a traveller and, though not a mountaineer, the 
son of man who could sense the adventure of exploring and climbing the 
highest mountain in the world He had met and befriended Younghusband in 
Chitral and he must also have discussed the idea with Douglas Freshfield, who 
was a past President of the Alpine Club and an important figure m the Royal 
Geographical Society, for in July 1899 Curzon wrote to him saying he hoped to 
visit Nepal shortly and that he would seek permission there for an attempt on 
Everest Nothing came of this, but later that year when Freshfield was in India 
the two men had further talks on the subject 

Everest, however, was small beer compared with other problems facing 
Curzon One of these was the enormous power vacuum represented by the 
vast plateau of Tibet, where the Dalai Lama was thought to be plotting with 
the Tsar, leaving the way open for a possible occupation of the country by 
Russia In British eyes this was a direct threat to India and so, in order to show 
the flag and keep out the Russians, m 1903 Curzon sent Colonel Younghus- 
band mto Tibet ostensibly to negotiate frontiers and trade But the Tibetans 
refused to enter mto negotiations and as a consequence Younghusband, his 
mission now strengthened by troops from India, marched on Lhasa The 
advance was bitter and bloody - it took the British forces four months to reach 
the Tibetan capital, where a treaty was finally signed m September 1904 The 
Dalai Lama fled to Mongolia, and Colonel Younghusband was knighted by a 
grateful Empire 

Younghusband’s mission was successful m keeping Russia out of Tibet 
The Brmsh and Russians agreed to recognize the suzerainty of China over the 
bleak uplands - though at the same time the British were careful to supply the 
Tibetans with enough arms to keep the Chinese out, too When in fact the 
Chinese did return m force, m 1910, the Dalai Lama fled to India and stayed 
there for about two years, until a revolution m their homeland caused the 
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Chinese troops to withdraw from Lhasa From 1913 to 1950 Tibet was an 
autonomous state 2 

Younghusband’s mission and the subsequent events had considerable 
bearing on the early Everest expeditions In the first place, despite the heavy 
fighting, Younghusband’s troops did not ravage the countryside, nor did they 
seek to occupy the country permanently, and later the sanctuary given by the 
Indian Government to the Dalai Lama helped to predispose the authorities in 
Lhasa to look favourably upon the British Despite the fact that the exclusion 
of foreigners was an almost fanatical tenet of Tibetan policy, Britain un- 
doubtedly acquired special privileges demed other nations 
There was also an m teres ting sideshow during the mission itself. When 
Younghusband withdrew from Lhasa, the opportunity was taken to send a 
reconnaissance party under Captain C G Rawhng and Captain C H D. Ryder 
to Gartok m Western Tibet, m the course of which journey they saw Everest 
from the north. Though they were sixty miles away from the great mountain 
(and had no time to go closer) Rawhng observed the North Ridge and thought 
it might be feasible to climb it He was fired with the ambmon to try as soon as 
the opportunity arose 

It seems strange that after the success of Younghusband’s mission Curzon, 
who was keen to see Everest climbed, should not consider an expedition 
through Tibet Had he consulted Rawhng, Younghusband or Bruce he would 
have found them unanimous in recommending such an approach, but for 
some reason Curzon seems only to have had m mind an approach through 
Nepal, a country, like Tibet, closed to foreigners In 1905 he wrote to 
Freshfield outlining in some detail a major mountaineering project. 


I want to bring up again a question which I think I mentioned to you 
while in India It has always seemed to me a reproach that with the second 
highest mountain m the world for the most part in British territoiy and with 
the highest m a neighbouring and friendly state, we, the mountameersTnd 
pioneers par excellence of the universe, make no sustained and sci fi 
attempt to climb to the top of either of them entitle 


My time m India will not m any case be very much Wer and 
successor may not care for such matters I would be prepared & 
forthcoming summer or the summer following to len^ eit ^ er ^ or t ^ le 

Government can give to a thoroughly well-appomted mount ^ 

comprised of trained experts with Swiss Guides, that sh .f lneerm S party, 
the set object of climbing one of these mountains ° Come out with 


I imagine that Kmchmjunga will be chosen because it 
territory and at no great distance from a British base 1S ® aui ty m British 
I should not mind asking the Maharaja of Nepal for 30 ^ ntlS ^ ^PPhes 
to climb Everest but the Nepalese are very suspmous^^ 551011 ^° r 3 P arr y 
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Again I do not see how the coolies and supplies could be obtained in such a 
region Would you care to interest yourself at all in such an expedition? It 
occurs to me that it might be done by the Alpine Club and the R G S m 
combination and you are at liberty to pass on what I have written to the 
President of either society I suppose that the months from August to 
October would be the time It occurs to me that two years, or possibly three, 
might be required 

Camps would be instituted and gradually pushed forward until one day 
the advance camp would be placed on a spot from which a dash could be 
made for the summit Coolies could be trained, attempts made on the 
mountain from different sides, everything leading up to the final denoue- 
ment I do not know what such expeditions cost But it is possible that the 
Home Societies might pay half if the Government of India paid the other I 
have not consulted my colleagues But I think I could promise this assent to 
a moiety of £2,500 or £3,000 1 e to half of a total expenditure of £5,000- 
£ 6,000 

Ought we not to be able to do this? 5 

Curzon’s letter reveals his enthusiasm for the project, though, as he hints m 
the letter, his days as Viceroy were numbered, and he resigned in November 
Meanwhile Freshfield took the letter to the Alpine Club Committee, who 
appointed a sub-committee (of which both Conway and Freshfield were 
members) to deal with the matter In their reply to the Viceroy on 6 June no 
mention was made of money 

The President and Co mmi ttee of the Alpine Club have received with 
great satisfaction the information that his Excellency, the Viceroy of India, 
proposes to encourage a systematic attempt to reach the summit of 
Kinchin) unga or of Mt Everest 

They are convinced that in the course of such an attempt, scientific 
results of great value m several directions may be anticipated 

They will be prepared, when the proper time arrives, to give every 
support m their power to a scheme of such far-reaching importance 4 

In fact they voted a miserly £100 - hardly the sort of money Curzon had in 
mind! 

When the news of the Viceroy’s proposal became generally known, A L 
Mumm, a wealthy publisher who was a member of the Alpine Club, suggested 
that an attempt on Mount Everest would be a fitting celebration of the Alpine 
Club’s Golden Jubilee, due in 1907 He guaranteed to meet the expenses 
himself The idea was eagerly approved The party was to be Mumm, with his 
usual guide Moritz Inderbinnen, Dr Tom LongstafT with his guides, the two 
Brocherel brothers, Alexis and Henn, and Charlie Bruce with nine Gurkhas 5 
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But somewhere along the lme Curzon’s original intention for an expedition 
through Nepal was abandoned Instead, moves were made to gain access 
through Tibet 

At first all went well Sir George Goldie, President of the Royal Geographic- 
al Society, and his Council, gave active support to the plans, and much to the 
delight of everyone concerned the new Viceroy of India, Lord Mmto — himself 
a member of the Alpine Club — promised to further the cause once he was 
firmly established m his post 

However, almost at the last minute, the plans were scotched abruptly The 
villain of the piece was John Morley, Secretary of State for India 

Morley was an elderly, austere, dry-as-dust little man, ambitious and 
determined to use the powers he had now acquired. His real interest lay in 
literature (especially the drier aspects of it) and sport made no claims on 
him His Cabinet colleagues were said to nickname him ‘Aunt Priscilla’, and 
Campbell-Bannerman once spoke of him as a ‘petulant spinster’. Morley 
had thoroughly disapproved of Curzon’s Tibetan policy, resulting in the 
Younghusband mission of 1904, and though Curzon had now left India, 
Morley was determined to prevent any further excursions into that country 
if he could on the plea that the expedition would be contrary to the spirit 
of the recently concluded Anglo-Russian Convention, Morley banned the 
venture 6 


Morley’s action was so high-handed that it caused considerable resentment 
and Sir George Goldie felt obliged to publish the relevant correspondence in 
The Times In his covering letter he remarked caustically 

I leave it to others to comment on the regrettable interposition by a 
Liberal Government of a Himalayan barrier to the advance of knowledge in 
this direction 


In a memorandum of 23 January 1907 , Goldie had detailed the proposals for 
the expedition Regarding Tibet he wrote 

As the expedition would turn its back on Lhasa directly it left Indian 
territory, and as the regions through which it would pass are very sparsely 
populated, there can be no question of Tibetan timidity or anxiety being 
aroused or any faction or trouble occurring during the journey It would not 
resemble MrShemng s tntsston m 1905, which penetrated into the heart of 
Western Tibet, and whtch, nevertheless, encountered no opposition what- 


Morley chose to interpret this in a manner 
and the Society 


deliberately insulting to Goldie 
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I have given full (Consideration to the proposal in your memorandum of 
23rd January that a Bhtish party should be given facilities by the Govern- 
ment of India to attempt the ascent of Mount Everest from the Tibetan side, 
avoiding Nepaulese territory, and I am sorry to be obliged to refuse the 
present request for the same reasons which, as stated m the official letter 
from the Under Secretary of State to the Royal Geographical Society of 
March 28th last, made it necessary for me to my great regret, to decide that 
it was not possible, consistendy with the interest of the policy of his 
Majesty’s Government, for the Government of India to give encouragement 
or help to exploration m Tibet There has been no change m the political 
situation since the letter of 28th March from this office to modify the 
considerauons of high Imperial policy which led his Majesty’s Government 
to decide that it was inexpedient to raise the quesuon of facihues for 
travellers in Tibet with the authorities of Lhasa, and there can be no doubt 
that a British expedition proceeding by the route proposed through Tibetan 
territory, furtively as is suggested, and without previous nodce to the Lhasa 
Government, would raise the question which his Majesty’s Government 
wish to avoid m a more embarrassing form than if an application were made 
to the Tibetan Government for their consent 
I would add that this decision is based solely on considerations of public 
policy, and personally I am very sorry for the disappointment which it will 
cause to Major Bruce and Mr Longstaff 

Goldie was admirably restrained in his reply to this misrepresentation of the 
facts by Morley He wrote 

I am grieved at the decision announced m your official letter of the 8th 
mst , less on account of the pubhc-spinted men who were prepared to risk 
their fives or spend their money on scientific object than of the cause of the 
knowledge itself, which would have been promoted by the observations of 
various kinds made during the ascent of Mount Everest I desire to disclaim 
very clearly and positively two assumptions on which your official letters 
appear largely to rest 

First, it never occurred to me that the expedition would be in any way 
•furtive’ I assum ed that the Government of India would notify the Lhasa 
Government that a purely scientific party desired to move from the British 
frontier along the sjiarsely populated inside edge of Tibetan territory to the 
summit of Everest, keeping its back turned on Lhasa for the whole of the 
journey I do not believe in ‘furtive’ policy except m war, when deceiving 
the enemy is recognized as fair 

Secondly, I submit that such a journey has nothing substantial m 
common with an exploration, such as was refused in your letter of March 
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28, 1906, which would have penetrated a considerable distance into a 
populous part of Tibet and largely in the direction of Lhasa 

The Times , in a chicken-hearted leader on the affair, said, ‘ it is known 
that Russian susceptibilities are easily awakened by reports of movements, 
however innocent, in the heart of Asia ’ 8 Douglas Treshficld was less polite. 
‘Their [the Himalaya’s] would-be conqueror has either to evade avalanches or 
get round Lord Morley, and I don’t know which is the more awkward 
obstacle ’ 9 

Mumm, Bruce and Longstaff shifted their attention to Garhwal, where 
there were no restrictions, and made the first ascent of Trisul (23,360 ft), 
which remained the highest summit to be attained for the next twenty-one 
years 10 

It was a fine achievement - but very much a second best to what might have 
been This came over strongly at the Alpine Club meeting at which Longstaff 
recounted his adventures Lord Curzon was present and said 

I always thought that Kangchenjunga, being within our territory, and 
Everest only a little way outside it, and the English being the first 
mountaineering race m the world, an Englishman ought to be the first on 
top of Kangchenjunga, and, if possible, of Everest also bitterly do I 
regret the opportunity gone But another Pharaoh has arisen l e the present 
Secretary of State for India, who knows not Joseph, by which I mean 
myself, and who has no love for scientific expeditions on the Tibetan 
frontier 11 


Freshfield said 

At the last moment, however - as so often happens in stories - there 
appears a malignant fairy who was not invited to the Christening Our 
chief consolation lies m the reflection that the agreement made with Russia 
to prohibit all scientific exploration in Tibet only holds good for three years, 
and that it is more than probable that its originators will not be in a position 
to renew it 12 


And so the first senous attempt to mount an Everest expedition floundered 
on the harder rocks of bureaucracy 

Even though no expedition visited Everest in 1907 another small chink was 
made m 4= mounuun’s armour In that year an Indian Survey servant, Natha 
Singh, was allowed by the Nepalese to penetrate the Dudh Kosi and man the 
peaks en route It was the first vrsrt by an outs,der to the valley H ~ 

years later was to become the highway to Everest Natha Singh’s trek had to 
be a fairly rapid one, but he penetrated bevcmH T ni,„ u j , eK naa to 
of the Khumbu Glacier beyond Lobuche and outlined the end 
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In the years that followed, though the hopes of the Alpine Club had been 
crushed by Morley, individual mountaineers tried their luck with the 
authorities In 1908 Bruce asked for an expedition through Nepal, but was 
again frustrated by ‘political and religious prejudices’ 13 A year later the 
formidable Italian explorer and mountaineer the Duke of the Abruzzi tried for 
an attempt through Tibet, but negotiations broke down and he switched his 
attention to the Karakorum giant, K2, instead Meanwhile, Curzon had not 
given up In October 1911 he wrote to the Maharaia of Nepal expressing the 
hope that the latter would sanction an Everest expedinon, but again nothing 
came of it Dr A M Kellas, who had done some important climbs in Sikkim 
and Kumaun, also became mterested in Everest and worked out a secret plan 
of attack from the north ‘Nothing ever came of this,’ wrote Captain Noel 
later, ‘for the authorized Expeditions took the place of furtive raids ,M 

In 1913 he was followed by Colonel C G Rawkng, the surveyor who had 
seen the mountain from the north during the Younghusband mission of 1904 
Rawling outlined plans for an expedition to mclude Tom Longstaff and Jack 
Noel which gamed the approval of the Royal Geographical Society and the 
Alpine Club The idea was to have two expeditions - the first purely 
reconnaissance - but his scheme had to be postponed with the outbreak of the 
First World War 

All was frustration Years later Tom Longstaff wrote bitterly 

Today people may realize the hopeless frustration of battling against 
political difficulties of access, it was only such difficulues which so long 
debarred us from exploring and attempting to climb Mount Everest 15 

During the 1914-18 war the middle classes, from which the nation’s 
climbers were drawn, suffered out of all proportion to their numbers In 
coundess futile sorties ‘over the top’ they died m their thousands Of the 
Everest pioneers Rawkng and Bruce both became generals Rawling was 
killed and Bruce severely wounded Others who might have taken part in the 
first Everest attempts suffered s imil ar fates Geoffrey Wmthrop Young, one of 
the most skilful Alpinists of the pre-war years, lost a leg, Herford, 
Oppenheimer, Jeffcoat and others - all young men of skill and promise - were 
swept away in the senseless holocaust Who can tell what effect the presence of 
these men might have had on the early Everest expediuons? What if Young 
and Norton had been teamed together, two incredibly strong climbers, or 
Mallory and Herford? As it was, the first three Everest expediuons had to rely 
to a great extent on the Old Guard, men who had been acuve long before the 
war, and though their exploits were magnificent it was like attcmpung the 
mountain with one hand cut off 

The poliucal situauon with regard to Nepal was not affected by the war, but 
Russia in the aftermath of revolunon posed no further threat so far as Tibet 
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was concerned China, too, had had a revolution and the Chinese gamson had 
withdrawn from Lhasa, harried by the Tibetans ‘They had conquered,’ wrote 
Noel, with more enthusiasm than accuracy, ‘had beheaded almost every 
Chinaman m Tibet, and their country was now their own No longer could 
the British Government forbid expeditions into Tibet on the grounds of 
‘considerations of high Imperial policy’. It was simply a matter of discussion 
with the Dalai Lama, and he had every reason to be friendly towards the 
British, not only because they had once provided him with sanctuary in India 
but also because he depended on them for ammunition 

Barely a month after the Armistice, in 1918, moves were made to reopen the 
Everest question Sir Thomas Holdich, President of the Royal Geographical 
Society, acting with the knowledge of the Alpine Club, wrote to the Secretary 
of State for India, requesting permission for an expedition to Everest His idea 
was that trials with oxygen equipment should be made on a peak called 
Kamet, m the Kumaun region, followed by an attack on Everest the following 
year The Secretary of State put the proposals to the Viceroy 

The result was three months of silence from the Indian Government. 
Obviously something was required to prod them mto action, and the quickest 
way to achieve this was to awaken pubhc opinion A splendid opportunity 
arose m March On 10 March 1919, a young and virtually unknown Major 
J B Noel 16 rose to address the Royal Geographical Society with a paper 
entitled ‘A Journey to Tashirak m Southern Tibet, and the Eastern 
Approaches to Mount Everest’ Everybody who mattered was present 
John Noel was a handsome young officer of the Machine Gun Corps, with a 
strong sense of romantic adventure, combmed with something of the entre- 
preneur The subject of his lecture was a journey he had made m 1913 from 
Sikkim mto Tibet The journey was made illicitly and m disguise 

To defeat observation I mtended to avoid the villages and settled parts 
generally, to carry our food, and to keep to those more desolate stretches 
where only an occasional shepherd was to be seen My men were not 
startlingly different from the Tibetans, and if I darkened my skin and my 
hair I could pass, not as a native - my colour and shape of my eyes would 
prevent that — but as a Mohammedan from India 17 


His purpose was simple ‘to seek out the passes that led to Everest and if 
possible to come to close quarters with the mountain ,18 


The tome he chose was north from Gangtok along the Tista river towards 
the .well-known pass of the Sepo La, which led directly to Kampa Dzong, but 
before reaching the pass, winch he knew would be guarded, he fumed left mto 
the little known thstnet of Lhonak, to the north of the Kangchenmnfi masrf 
and passed mto Tibet by a ddBcnlt pass called the Choten Nyi-nf if He hfd 
expected to meet a combination of river systems which would lead him » 
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Everest, but to his dismay he discovered the map to be hopelessly wrong and 
another high range of mountains lay between himself and his goal With his 
slender resources there was no way he could cross these mountains, but he did 
have a minor reward 

Prcsendy, while watching the panorama, the shifting clouds revealed 
other high mountain masses in the distance, and directly over the crest of 
Tanngban appeared a sharp spire peak This, through its magneuc bearing 
by my compass, proved itself to be none other than Mount Everest A 
thousand feet of the summit was visible 19 

He got within forty miles of the mountain - the nearest any Westerner had 
ever been 

Noel’s lecture did litde to advance the knowledge of Everest except to show 
that a short cut from Sikkim was not a practical proposiuon Nevertheless, an 
impressive quorum of speakers contributed to the discussion after the lecture 
There were Kellas, Freshfield, Farrar (President of the Alpine Club) and 
Younghusband - all big guns - and such was the prestige of the R G S in 
those days that the debate was widely reported It even received a somewhat 
laboured satire from Pimch, entitled ‘Himalayans at Play’ and ending 

The chairman having expressed his regret that Sir Marcon Tin way was 
not present to describe his experiments with manlifting kites and trained 
albatrosses, the assembly dispersed after singing the Tibetan national 
anthem 20 

The effect of Noel’s lecture was to bring the whole question of Everest mto 
public discussion again, which was what the R G S wanted A deputation 
from the Society prompdy called on the Secretary of State to urge some action 
m the matter of an expedition Within a month they had their reply from India 
- no The Indian Government blandly asserted that relauons with Tibet were 
strained at that moment, and they also found a new bogy man to replace 
Russia - Japan Adding insult to injury, they also refused permission for an 
expediuon to Kamet, though Kamet was approached entirely through India 
itself Whether the refusal was meant to put the Royal Geographical Society in 
its place, for dating to bnng pressure to bear, or whether it was sheer 
bloody-muidedness on the part of the Indian Government (with or without the 
collusion of the home Government), is hard to say 
Nevertheless the Society treated this as a temporary rebuff and background 
preparauon went ahead with the Alpine Club based on the two-expedition 
plan originally proposed by Rawling J P Farrar, as President of the Alpine 
Club, was prepared for the Qub to contribute £500 towards expenses, and he 
suggested that Marcel Kura, a noted Swiss topographer, should accompany 
the expedition as surveyor But Kura’s demand that he should be described as 
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the sole author of any map ‘trod very heavily on the toes of the Geographical 
people’, and Kurz’s services were refused by the R G S In any case the 
Society wanted the expedition to be all British 

Farrar was a forceful personality, and a man who liked direct action He was 
not m sympathy with the two-expedition plan ‘I am all for going for the 
highest peak at once,’ he wrote 21 In this he was unsuccessful, probably 
because the Royal Geographical Society were as interested m mapping the 
Everest region as they were m climbing the mountain, if not more so With 
regard to the actual climbers he was strongly convinced that the leading man 
should be George Finch ‘If he and his brother Max . . cannot do the job, 
then we have nobody who can ’ He thought the Scottish climber Raeburn 
should look after Base Camp As to Freshfield’s suggestion that Dr A M 
Kellas should lead the expedition, Farrar was scathing 

Kellas has never climbed a mountain, but has only walked about on 
steep snow with a lot of coolies, and the only time they got on a very steep 
place they all tumbled down and ought to have been killed" 22 

This was a gross libel on poor Kellas, who had a number of high altitude 
ascents to his credit, but Farrar was already determined that the Alpine Club 
would not bow the knee to Freshfield and his geographers when it came to 
choosing men to climb Everest In mountaineering matters, he said Freshfield 
was ‘absolutely vieux jeu’ 

There thus began a mild love-hate relationship between the two organiza- 
tions which has endured to the present day 

On 26 Aprd 1920, an expedition Committee meeting was held and a senes 
of resolutions stated 


That the pnncipal object of the expedition should be the ascent of Mount 
Everest, to which all preliminary reconnaissance should be directed 
That the mountain should be approached from the north through Tibet 
and that no attempt should be made to get permission to pass through 
Nepal from the south, but that the Nepalese Government should be 
asked to assist with the supplies and transport 

That the Royal Geograph, cal Society should be responstble for the 
preliminary negouattons rah the Bnttsh, the Indian, and the Ttbetan 
Governments and for the orgatuzatton of the expedition up to the base 
camp from which the ascent of the mmmn>,n ™ u P lo me base 

die Alpine Club should und make thTZT 7° A a ° d 

That the Colonel H 0 ward B ” be sked to AtTn A ^ 
object VlsIt Indla ^ year with the 

W ,hC SUPPOn ° f - of India for the 
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(b) if it seems desirable, of going to Gyantsc to interest the Tibetan 
authorities, and, 

(c) of making an air reconnaissance of the approaches to the mountain 
with the assistance of the Royal Air Force in India 

5 That the Secretary of State for India be asked to support Col Howard 
Bury’s mission to the Government of India, and request the co-operation 
of the Royal Air Torcc 

6 That the work of the expedition be organized to cover two seasons, the 
first devoted to reconnaissance, the second to the ascent that the 
co-opcrauon of the Sun cy of India be asked, and that the party engaged 
in the reconnaissance include experienced Alpine climbers to examine 
the technical difficulties of the ascent 

7 That the Council of the R G S be asked to earmark for the Everest 
expedition any money from the Society’s funds which can be devoted to 
explorauon and that a special fund be raised to cover the cost of the 
expedition, to which the Governments be invited to contribute 

8 That the personnel of the cxpediuon be British subjects, and that no 
applications for the co-operation of non-Bntish subjects be entertained 

9 That no public announcement for the present proposals be made until the 
consent of the Indian Government has been obtained 

10 That the Secretary of State for India be at once approached for continued 
support of the proposal, and that he be asked to receive a deputation 

11 That a jomt working Committee of the Royal Geographical Society, and 
the Alpine Club be formed as soon as necessary for the orgamzauon and 
direction of the expedition 23 

Despite Resolution No 9, The Times outlined the plans for the forthcoming 
expedition, quoting from a speech Younghusband had made to the Royal 
Geographical Society the previous evening 

Although there was no more use in climbing Everest than kicking a 
football about, or dancing, he believed the accomplishment would do a 
great deal of good It would elevate the human spirit 24 

Most of the newspapers took up the story, some of them objecting to 
Younghusband’s candour m the uselessness of the project, though according 
to the Observer what he actually said was 

Whilst, however, climbing Mt Everest will not put a pound into anyone’s 
pocket, it will take a good many pounds out, the accomplishment of such a 
feat will elevate the human spirit 25 

Not all the papers were enthusiastic The reporter m the Daily News had 
feelings akin to present-day conservationists 
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It will be a proud moment for the man who first stands on the top of the 
earth, but he will have the painful thought that he had queered the pitch for 
posterity For my part, I should like to think that -some comer of the globe 
would be preserved for ever inviolate Men will never lose the sense of 
wonder, but they will always try to do so, and such a sanctuary would have a 
world wide effect. 26 

The Evening News put it stronger if less elegantly. 

They will climb to the peak of Everest and be warm with happiness for a 
moment at 29,002 ft above the sea Some instrument m their chilled fingers 
may prove that the odd two feet should be three feet, and then the explorers 
shall glow again for thinking of what they have wrought for science But 
when they shall be safe back at the mountain foot, they will not be so happy, 
they will know that they have done a very foolish thing . . Some of the last 
mystery of the world will pass when the last secret place in it, the naked 
peak of Everest shall be trodden by those trespassers 27 

On the day following the committee meeting Younghusband wrote to the 
Secretary of State urging once again the desirability of an Everest expedition, 
and on 23 June a deputation consisting of Younghusband, Bruce, Howard- 
Bury and Farrar visited the India Office to discuss the matter Two days later 
Howard-Bury left for India 

Lt Col Charles Kenneth Howard-Bury was thirty-seven years of age, an old 
Etonian, descended from the illustrious Howard family, Earls of Suffolk He 
had commanded the 60th Rifles with credit during the war and was a man of 
distinct but not severe military bearing George Mallory couldn’t stand him. 

He is not a tolerant person He is well informed and opinionated and 
doesn’t at all like anyone else to know things he doesn’t know He knows 

a great deal about flowers and is very keen about them, and is often pleasant 
and sometimes amusing at meals 28 


He was also High Tory- which wouldn't go down well with the neosocalist 
Mallory 

Howard-Bury had an estate at Mullingar in Ireland where he trained race 
horses (many years later he called one of his horses ‘Fve. “} 

comfortably weU off he undertook h,s Indian mission at hiLwn'expense He 
was not a member of the Alpine Club and why he should c„dd. ? P H 
the Everest scene is uncertain, for his mounts suddenly appear on 

slight some holidays in the Tyrol, where his farmh^haTn qUallficatl0ns were 

and some wanderings in the Tien Shan Karsir V ad once owned an estate, 

he was stationed m India m 1905-9 5 R„r v 0rUrQ ^ Kashmir peaks when 
adventure - in 1905 he had mad? n & W3S n0t Wlt ^ 10ut a spirit of 

earned him a severe reprunand from the ViceroTcSz^V*”’ I* 11 * had 

y, v-urzon Nor was he without 
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determination, as was shown by the four months he spent m India trying to 
persuade the Government there about the need for an expedition to Everest, 
and particularly the tough Political Officer in Tibet, Charles Bell 

His letters to Younghusband reveal a tenacious man determined to follow 
the Committee resolutions to the letter 29 On 15 July 1920 he wrote 

I arrived up here last Monday after rather a hot journey thrdugh the Red 
Sea and a very rough passage from Aden to Bombay The railway journey 
across the plains was quite pleasant as it was cool and there was no dust 
Since arriving here I have been busy interviewing the necessary depart- 
ments 

I first went to see Col Coldstream who is acting as Surveyor General I 
was only just m time to catch him as he left Simla yesterday morning He 
told me that at present Moorshead [sic] is with Dr Kellas making the 
attempt to climb Kamet, but he promised to reserve him for the summers of 
1921 and 1922 He seemed to think that he was a good Alpine climber too 
He is meanwhile putting up a good case to Government in order to obtain 
their sanction for the payment of a surveyor and assistant surveyor if 
necessary together with their transport and rations If this is granted, there 
would be a considerable saving of expense for next year 
I went next to see the Foreign Secretary Cater is still acting, as Dobbs 
had not yet come back from Mussoone They have already a file about the 
Mount Everest expedition, which I ran to ground m the Flying Corps 
Headquarters 

Negotiations with Tibet are sdll held up as they are awaiting the reply of 
the Sec of State Should his answer over the arms question prove 
unfavourable and contrary to the wishes of the Government here, there 
might be fhcnon with the Tibetans and they would think themselves badly 
treated and might refuse to allow the expedition At the present time they 
are very friendly Should the answer be favourable, no objection whatever 
would be raised and every assistance would be given At the present time 
they can however give no definite answer for next year 

I saw also Gould who was Asst Foreign Secretary and who was up at 
Gyantse m 1913 He suggested my going up there and getting into touch 
with Bell and the Tibetans Round Phan, he said there were some excellent 
porters and accustomed to carry loads at great heights He told me also 
about the surveyors trained m England and also another that had been 3 
years at Balhol whom I should probably meet up there, and who might be of 
great help 

I am lunching with Cater tomorrow and shall see him again on Tuesday, 
so I hope to get something more definite out of him They were very pleased 
at having someone personally to deal with, as they said it would make 
matters very much easier 
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I next went to the Flying Corps Headquarters Webb Bowen was away on 
tour, but I saw Mills who was acting for him The proposal to make a 
reconnaissance he turned down at once on the grounds of c> pen sc From 
the existing aerodromes at Allahabad and Calcutta they did not hasc a 
machme capable of doing the journey, and they refused at once to go to the 
expense of arranging a temporary’ base at Purnenh They suggested that 
the Handley Page Co at Calcutta might be prepared to do it for the sake of 
the advertisement, but 1 am very doubtful if a Handley Page machine can go 
above 11,000ft, which would be of little use The Flying Corps would be 
prepared to lend cameras and advice, but nothing further (The Viceroy 
seemed distinctly annoyed about their attitude when I told him this ) 

I had a long talk with the Viceroy this morning over the whole expedition 
and I explained exactly what is proposed to be done He was very 
sympathetic and promised to give us every support possible He could 
however give us no definite promise with regard to next year, as it would 
depend on the attitude of the Tibetans towards us, which again depends on 
the result of the present negotiations He however advised me to go up to 
Gyantse and see Bell and the Tibetan authorities and interest them in the 
project With regard to the aerial reconnaissance he would do his best and 
write to the Prime Minister of Nepal He thought the Air Force were raising 
unnecessary difficulties and promised to go into the question, as he could 
not understand their refusing to co-operate 

He also asked me to lay before him in writing exactly what we want the 
Government of India to do for us and what grant of money we should like 
With regard to the latter, I do not quite know what to ask I do not like to 
ask for too much, but if they were to give £1000, besides surveyors and 
transport, this would be of great assistance However, I shall consult with 
one or two people first 

He followed this five days later 


I have just had another interview with Cater, who had just had a telegram 
from Bell Bell says that he does not at all agree with Campbell’s former 
view that he does not think the Tibetans would object to any reconnaissance 
of Mt Everest Bell says that some poet-saint is buried near Everest that the 
Tibetans are likely to be very suspicious and though we may fully exnlain 
what we want to do, they will not like it at all and that they will think that 
there is something else behind tt Also unal the present negotiations aie 
settled, he is ; very much against .any reconnaissance or any expedition to Mt 
Everest at T^ 5 tel ? gram 15 bem g sent off today to the Secretary of State 

and no doubt if you ask, you will be shown it The basis nf JT , , 

15 of SBt d or f Lor u “ to 

machine guns and a few thousands of rounds to be sent tnto T lb etand& t e r 
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suggested unofficially that it is now an excellent opportunity to get the 
matter settled favourably If you could use your influence as Pres of the 
Geographical Society and also with certain officials at the India Office to get 
the matter settled favourably, the chief obstacle to the expedition would be 
removed (I am afraid that Bell is another obstacle and that as long as he is m 
his present position, he will put every difficulty he can in the way ) 

Once the arms question is setded, the Tibetan government will be at once 
approached They do not want them to hear of the proposed expediuon 
mdirecdy and so the F O do not like to approach the Nepalese with regard 
to flying over their country until they have first approached the Tibetans 

Thus it will be seen that everything depends on the arms question 

A week later 

I sent you a telegram last week from Simla to try and explain that until the 
political questions with Tibet are setded, there will be no chance of the 
expedition to Everest being allowed The delay is caused by either Montagu 
or Lord Curzon who do not seem inclined to agree with the Government of 
India over the arms question or of a resident m Lhasa I therefore 
telegraphed hoping that you would understand and use your influence and 
that of the Geographical Society to get these matters setded favourably in 
accordance with the wishes of the Government of India They are very 
anxious to get the matter setded out here, as it has been dragging on for a 
long time now 

The more I hear of Bell, the less I fear he will help us They all say he is a 
most tiresome man to deal with because he is very slow and cautious and 
does not make any mistakes 

I went to Calcutta for two or three days and saw Col Coldstream and got 
the latest maps and reports from the Survey office, but they do not add very 
much to our information 

I also saw Col Edwards who is director of the Handley Page Indo-Burma 
Transport and tried to pick his brains over the question of an aerial 
reconnaissance He said that they have got no machines at present capable 
of doing this and that it would be a very expensive job, probably needing 
two machines 

He said a Bristol with Rolls engines and fitted with a special tank for from 
5—6 hours flight, would be the machine for the purpose He suggested that 
if Mr Handley Page were approached by the Geographical Society, he might 
possibly present and have sent out a machine, as he would gam great 
advertisement by this A temporary aerodrome would have to be made as 
near the Nepalese fronuer as possible at the end of the Railway North of 
Puraeah and supplies &c sent up there This would all cost a good deal of 
money 
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But Howard-Bury had scarcely been in India a fortnight before the India 
Office m London was writing to the Secretary of the Royal Geographical 
Society refusing permission for an expedition. They put the onus on the 
Indian Government, citing ‘political questions outstanding with regard to 
Tibet’ - presumably the arms question mentioned by Howard-Bury m his 
letters - but it is more probable that they were influenced by Charles Bell 
Howard-Bury’s letters show that the Indian Government were not opposed to 
an Everest expedition, and, as events turned out, neither was Tibet The 
Committee ignored the India Office’s refusal, relying on Howard-Bury to 
carry it off In August he wrote to Younghusband 


I hope to leave on Saturday for Yatung, where Bell is at present I am not 
very hopeful of getting him to look favourably on the expedition but I will 
do my best Everyone seems to be quite agreed about him 
The best plan for the expedition would seem to be to have two base 
camps, one at Kampa Dzong and the other at Tingn Dzong, and to have 
supplies brought up either from here or Kalimpong by mules to Kampa 
Dzong, then taken on by either a second relay of mules or yaks from Kampa 
Dzong to Tingn Dzong At both these places a certain amount of supplies 
ought to be procurable, and they are both under the Tashi Lama who is very 
pro-Bntish, so that a letter from him to either of the Commandants would 
ensure their help and co-operation. 

Government mules would be the best, but if not it would be cheaper to 
buy mules at Kalimpong and sell them again afterwards, than it would be to 
hire. 

I will wnte again when I have seen Bell and talked over matters with him 


At Yatung he met Bell, and began a long job of persuasion The subsequent 
letter made the first mention of a native hill tribe called Sherpas 

I have had several long talks with Bell, who is here at present 
He told me frankly that he did not care for the tdea of the expedition until 
the whole of the quesuon of the relauons between China, India and Tibet 
had been settled, which is different from the F 0 view, who wan, die arms 
and the sending of a man to Lhasa to be setded first, when they would be 
prepared ,0 ask die Govt for leave The former quesuon has gone on for 14 
years and may go on as long again At the same time he said that he could 
ask the Tibetan Government today and he was quite certain that they won d 
aUow the expediuon, but that he dtd no, dunk that tt would be advtsabfe ai 
the present ume and would put them m a susptetous frame of mmd 

Shcrpa Bhoouas would seem to be the best fnr , 

are less independent than the Tibetans ^ untain wor kj they 


He then set off on hts own 


private reconnaissance of the Tista valley, 
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following the route Noel had used in 1913, and wrote in October from 

Darjeeling 

I arrived back here four or five days ago, and am at present staying with 
Lord Ronaldshay I saw Raeburn yesterday, he came to lunch here He did 
not get above 21,000ft on Kmgchmjunga I think he found that anno 
domini was beginning to tell on him He went up the Yalung valley on the 
Nepalese side I had rather hoped that I might have met him on the North 
when I was in Lhonak 

I had hoped to have had some glimpses of the Everest group from the 
Chorten Nyima La and from the extreme west of Lhonak, but clouds or 
other mountains always intervened, and I only saw it from a spur on the 
North of the Naku La I looked down on Khamba Jong and the valley of the 
Aran that runs all the way down almost to the foot of Everest 

I had to come back that way owing to the amount of new snow that had 
fallen on the Lungna La 

A fortnight later he wrote from Simla 

I think our Everest expedition has advanced a step forward since I came 
up here again 

Bell has been allowed to go to Lhasa to see and confer with the Dalai 
Lama and is likely to remain there for two or three months I think it is 
rather a case of loll or cure, for he is not in good health and a journey into 
the heart of Tibet at this time of year promises to be a cold proceeding 

The Foreign Office at home still remain obdurate over the quesuon of the 
arms and I do not know how the Tibetans will take this I have seen Cater 
and Dobbs, and have lunched with the latter Dobbs is very ready to help 
and takes a keen interest m the expedition I persuaded him to telegraph to 
Bell to ask the Dalai Lama m the course of his negotiations for leave for the 
Everest expedition next year and Dobbs added that it was a matter of great 
scientific importance So now it all depends on how Bell puts it before the 
Dalai Lama and we shall have to wait for his answer, which will not be for a 
couple of months 

Howard-Bury’s persistence eventually paid off On 20 December 1920 a 
telegram arrived at the India Office from the Viceroy of India 

Bell telegraphs that he had explained to Dalai Lama object of desired 
exploration [l e Mount Everest] and necessity of travelling through Tibetan 
territory, and obtained Tibetan Government’s consent 

The message was sent on to the one man who had never given up hope 
through the years of frustration and disappointment - Sir Francis Young- 
husband For him it was a personal triumph 



‘We Are About to Walk 
off the Map’ 


News that the expedition to Mount Everest was definitely to take place was 
given at a meeting of the Royal Geographical Society on 10 January 1921 The 
press had a field day where white man has never trod 1 , mile 

HIGHER THAN MAN HAS EVER BEEN, AFTER MT EVEREST - WHAT? 
were typical euphoric headlines, though one paper carried the enigmatic 
banner, insomnia danger 1 

Leading mountaineers such as Conway, Bruce and Young gave their 
opinions in interviews and articles George Abraham, one of two famous 
Keswick brothers who made then- living from photographing and writing 
about mountains, said in the Daily Mail that ‘ the man who hopes to climb 
Mount Everest must be able with no training to run at fair speed up the last 
300 ft of Mt Blanc ,2 


Whoever such a mountaineering paragon might be he didn’t say, but most 
papers were agreed that the leader of the expedition would be General Bruce 
Not only did Bruce’s experience make him the logical choice but he was also a 
popular figure 

As soon as permission for the expedition had arrived from India the Roval 
Geographical Society and the AJpme Club had set up a special committee to 
put it into effect This met for the first time on 12 January 1 0? 1 ^ ™ ^ 

of Sir Francs Younghusband, Colonel E M Jack andEdward Somers &cS 
from die Society umh Norman Collie, Captain Farrar and C F Meade from 
the Alpine Club A little later two Honorary Secretaries „ ? 

r E C ^ C1 u ’ 3nd ^ professlonal secretary of tteRoyal 

r d r H P o“T~ Ur HUkS - a ba£er R r 

The day-to-day administrative duties fell to Hmks, who turned out to be a 
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formidable character, dominating the Everest Committee for two decades 

Arthur Robert Hrnks, F R S , was a brilliant mathematician and world 
authority on the abstruse subject of map projections Before moving to the 
Royal Geographical Society in 1913 he had been secretary of the Royal 
Astronomical Society for ten years and was on the staff of the University 
Observatory at Cambridge At the University he lectured on surveying and 
cartography, but he never seems to have fitted mto the academic world and it 
was Freshfield who got him the job at the Royal Geographical Society 
‘Freshfield engineered his removal to the R G S after a bequest for a lecture 
hall and extension necessitated a full-time Secretary there The job was 
virtually created for Hrnks -and Cambridge was not sorry to see him go >3 

He began as Assistant Secretary in 1913 and did not become Secretary until 
two years later - a post he held until 1945 He could be a difficult man to get 
along with ‘Always rubbing people up the wrong way,’ Odell said ‘He 
considered his word should be taken as gospel - and sometimes it simply 
wasn’t gospel M He was literally prepared to lay a wager on any of his 
opinions, and was not above expressing them m forthright, sometimes 
sarcastic letters, lacking in tact and discretion Like many brilliant min ds he 
seems to have had a faint contempt for his intellectual inferiors, and since this 
included most of his contemporaries it is easy to see why he was generally 
disliked He was hard-working, particular, even pernickety As a mathema- 
tician and surveyor his sharp eye fell with special seventy on any errors or 
omissions made by the Everest surveyors in their reports — and in the 
countless arguments and disagreements Hrnks was usually proved to be m the 
nght 

Despite his undoubted intellect, however, Hrnks had two grave faults One 
was that he totally lacked practical expenence of surveying m the field, with all 
its attendant problems and hazards — and was incapable of making allowances 
for this The other was that for all his intellect he was completely unworldly, 
to the pomt of naivety 

But it is his rash outspokenness which comes over so forcefully in the many 
letters he wrote during his time with the Everest Committee He upset 
Mallory from the start, and his correspondence with Farrar, an equally 
forthright character, became icily hostile Only Bruce seemed impervious to 
his remarks, but then the General didn’t give a damn for anybody 

Hrnks had a pathological distaste for publicity, which was a drawback 
considering much of the expedition funds came from that source, and it was 
fortunate that extroverts like Norman Collie and Sir Francis Younghusband 
could more than compensate for him in this respect Younghusband could 
even take a nse out of Hrnks when Hrnks wanted the long hall of the Royal 
Geographical Society to be known as the ambulatory, Younghusband said, ‘If 
that is the ambulatory, then you shall be known as the perambulator ’ 5 
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The expedition planning got off to a bad start - a cashier employed by the 
Committee absconded with £717 of the funds But a bigger blow was that 
General Bruce was not available to lead the team, having recently taken up a 
new appointment with the Glamorganshire Territorial Association As a 
replacement, the Committee chose Howard-Bury, who had done such good 
service for the cause in India Not only had he experience of travel in the 
Himalaya and Tibet, but he knew the people who mattered out there and 
would be able to smooth out any last-mmutc problems He was a soldier, used 
to commanding troops He was also a wealthy man, prepared to pay most of 
his own expenses 

Howard-Bury was not a mountaineer, of course, but this was not seen to be 
a great disadvantage because the Everest Committee were thinking in terms of 
a two-year effort - the first to reconnoitre the mountain, and the second to 
ckmb it, as Rawling had suggested years ago Bruce was expected to be 
available for the second 


But while it was decided to make the ascent of Mount Everest the mam 
object of the expedition. Professor Norman Collie and Mr Douglas 
Freshfield from the first insisted that a whole season must be devoted to a 
thorough, reconnaissance of the mountain with a view to finding out not only 
a feasible route to the summit but what was without any doubt the most 
feasible route We knew nothing of the immediate approach to the 
mountain But we knew that the only chance of reaching the summit was by 
finding some way up which would entail little rock-climbing and ice 
step-cutting The mountain had therefore to be prospected from every side 
to find a comparatively easy route and to make sure that no other easier 
route than the one selected existed This was considered ample work for the 
Expedition for one season, while the following season would be devoted to 
an all-out effort to reach the summit along the route selected in the first 
year 6 

Howard-Bury was formally appointed leader on 24 January and two davs 
later the Committee issued a resolution that* y 


The mem object this year is reconnaissance This does not debar the 

mountain party from climbing as h>gh as pos sl ble on a favourable route but 

attempts on a particular route must not be prolonged to hinder’ the 
completion of the reconnaissance 7 6 ninaer tne 

In view of the emphasis on reconnaissance it is surprising that the initial 
enthusiasm for using aircraft for this Task tV 6 “ 1111,331 

inquiries m India, the .hole tdea % sudde^t 

that even the relatively pnmmve machines of the MOs^uM 1”° k ‘ 
invaluable m helping die reconnaissance. Perhaps the ComZt JZt wT. 
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to upset the Tibetans, or - more likely - aircraft would have cost too much 
In fact the question of costs was one of the problems facing the Committee 
Nobody had any idea how much the expedition would cost, but they made 
‘quite a rough guess’ that the wo expeditions together would come to some 
£10,000 Frcshfield thought this was far too much 

I think the cost of the preliminary expedition is being much 
exaggerated It cost me less than £200 going round Kangchenjunga (1899), 
a seven week journey with a party of 60 all told 8 

As it turned out, the 1921 expedition cost bewcen £3,000 and £4,000 
The money was raised by private subscription, particularly from Fellows of 
the Royal Geographical Society and members of the Alpine Club The latter 
subscribed over £3,000, but rather surprisingly the Fellows, who were far 
more numerous, raised rather less Notable figures contributed King George 
V gave £100, and the Prince of Wales (who invited Howard-Bury to discuss 
the plans with him) gave £50 The Viceroy of India, Lord Reading, gave 750 
rupees 

Even so it wasn’t enough, and much to Hinks’s disgust, contracts were 
drawn up with the press The arrangements were made with the help of John 
Buchan, the popular writer and himself a keen climber The right to publish 
expedition telegrams went to The Times and the Philadelphia Ledger-, the 
expedition photographs went to the Graphic These modest arrangements 
made the expediuon financially secure 
Nowadays, when no major exjxidition anywhere would dream of setting out 
without its agent having first secured T V rights, magazine and book rights, 
film rights and any sponsorship that might be going, and when the departure 
requires at least one press cocktail reception, Hinks’s attitude to publicity 
makes strange reading When the team sailed he wrote in satisfaction The 
expediuon has got away without any interview and photograph m the press, 
which so often discredits the start 9 
And when it was due to return he warned Mallory 

You will of course remember that if the newspaper people get wind of 
your arrival you will be besieged by reporters We were very proud of our 
success of getting the whole party off without interviews and photographs 
and cinematograph films and we are anxious to repeat this success Please 
use a little c unnin g m making your return It would be a great pity if we let 
the reporters m now when we have kept them out with so much success 10 

Hinks was using the royal ‘we’ Others on the Committee didn’t share his 
views When subsenpuons were slow in coming, Norman Colhe, who had an 
impish sense of humour and knew his man, wrote to Hinks about possible 
sponsorship 


33 



Chapter 2 

I have a grand new idea that I am sure will commend itself to you, it is the 
following 

Go to Lord Leverhulme and say, give us £10,000 and we will take a large 
cake of Sunlight Soap and a flag also with Sunlight Soap emblazoned on it, 
and we will plant them on top of Everest, then he will be able to say: 

1 Sunlight Soap beats the record - 29,002 tablets sold hourly 

2 Sunlight Soap towers aloft and dommates the kingdoms of the earth. 

3 Avoid worry - use Sunlight Soap and for Ever-rest 


Hinks did not reply 11 

Hmks determined to keep strictly to the letter of the contracts, which in his 
opinion the Committee had unwisely entered into, so that when The Times 
requested biographical details of the expedition members he refused to supply 
them, on the grounds that the contract was only for messages from the 
expedition Younghusband stepped in and supplied them. There were also 
difficulties with the Graphic, and Hinks wrote to Howard-Bury 


We don’t know the way about among all these sharks and pirates . . we 
are having a devil of a time over these sharks who want photographs 

No one regrets more sincerely than I do that any dealings with the Press 
was ever instituted at ail I was, as you remember, always against it but I am 
not in a position to do more than make the best I can of the instructions of 
the Committee . at any rate, we have kept the newspapers in their proper 
place and not allowed them to pretend they are running the expedition. The 
illustrated people are still sore over the fact that every member of the party 
got away without being photographed or cmematographed 12 


Because of the exclusive contract with The Tunes , Hmks decided that news 
about the expedition should not be released to other newspapers until 
twenty-four hours after The Times had seen the despatches Naturally enough 
Fleet Street did not take this lying down The Daily Telegraph deplored that 
any one paper should have exclusive rights. ‘An enterprise too closely 
affecting Indra should not be made the subject of a n exclude newspaper 
scoop. The Morning Pott took a more private but tougher line Thev wrote 
to the Committee warning ; it that because of the news embargo ,n London they 
would get then- reports direct from India where they had influence and 
promised .here would be trouble There was The Governmenr of lnia 
promptly requested the Survey of India to supply repons for the ItXn 
newspapers As the Survey s paymasters they were entitled to do this and ^ 
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London papers protesting against the arrangement made by the Mt Everest 
Committee with The Times the intervention of the Govt of India has put 
us in rather an awl ward position 

I am sorry to has c to trouble y ou about this All these questions of dealing 
with the newspapers and photographers are personally very distasteful to 
me, and I regret that the Expedition Committee thought it necessary to 
enter into them to some extent in order to provide the funds for the 
following y ear’s w ork As how ever they has c done so, it is necessary for me 
to use cscry endeavour to see that the people ssith whom the Committee 
hase made contracts get their full value, and arc not let dosvn by unexpected 
leakage, sshich might sscll take place innocently The correspondent of the 
Momrng Post in Calcutta is the man whom I particularly suspect of 
enterprise not perhaps very strictly honourable 14 

He svas chagrined svhen the Morning Post printed the story of Kellas’s death 
scscral days before esen the Committee knew of it It svas not to be the last 
time that enterprising nesvspapers ssould try to break The Times monopoly 
Despite the minor squabbles, raising enough resources in the short time 
available before the expedition sailed for India - barely five months - svas a 
considerable achievement on the part of the Committee and one of the two 
maior tasks facing them The other svas selecting the team 
In fact the Committee had only nominal control over the selection of team 
members After all, the surveyors were being provided by the Survey of 
India and, since they svcrc fooung the bill, they made the selection there So 
far as the climbing members were concerned the decision lay largely svith 
Farrar - the rest of the Committee bow mg to his expen opinion and, no 
doubt, his forceful personality Farrar seems to have taken advice from Bruce, 
Collie and Wmthrop Young - though Collie caused considerable embarrass- 
ment when, as President of the Alpine Club, he suggested himself as a 
member He was sixty-two at the time and had done no serious climbing for 
ten years' He was persuaded to reconsider 
Requests to join the expediuon came from all over the world Some were of 
such merit that they had to be considered - Tom Longstaff, who had climbed 
in the Himalaya, Orde Lees, who had worked on oxygen equipment with 
Kellas, and J M Wordie, who was already a notable Polar explorer - but 
others came from people such as A de Naranovitch, Russian Consul m Milan, 
and a Mr Charles Clarke who claimed to be ‘the only Englishman ever to have 
been made an authentic Swiss Mountain Guide’ Perhaps the most interesting 
and persistent of the ‘off-comers’, however, was Sam Turner, a Manchester 
man who had climbed m many parts of the world and had described his 
adventures m a series of books which were not only sensational but highly 
critical of the climbing ‘establishment’ as personified by the Alpine Club One 
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feels that even had Sam been younger than his fifty-two years, it is unlikely the 
Committee would ever have admitted him - he definitely wasn’t a pukka 
sahib’ 

Smce reconnaissance was the principal objective the choice of surveyors was 
all important Hinks wanted Major Kenneth Mason, who was already making 
a name for himself in Himalayan work, but the Surveyor General, C H 
Ryder, chose instead H T. Morshead and E O Wheeler 
Ryder was an astute man, for both Morshead and Wheeler were not only 
sound surveyors (though criticized by Hinks) but fine mountaineers 

Henry Morshead was then thirty-nine years old He had played a consider- 
able part in provmg that the Tibetan Tsangpo and the Indian Brahmaputra 
were one and the same river, and he had discovered the most easterly of the 
great Himalayan mountains, Namcha Barwa In 1920 he was with Kellas on 
Kamet, and he was undoubtedly a tough character ‘I never met a harder 
man,’ E F Norton wrote later, ‘ - his shirt open at the chest to the dreadful 
Tibetan wind - a heartbreaking man to live with ,1S He was universally liked, 
and no one would then have believed that ten years later he was to be 
murdered in Burma 

Oliver Wheeler at thirty-one was Morshead’s junior and had been with the 
Survey of India for only two years He was chosen in preference to Mason 
because of his experience in photo-surveying, a new technique he had learned 
m his native Canada and which Ryder was anxious to try in the Everest region 
Wheeler’s father had been a surveyor too and the boy had accompanied him 
on many expeditions in the Rockies He had climbed with famous Canadian 
pioneers like Outram, Fynn, Longstaff and Kain, and had made the first 
ascent - at the age of twelve - of a mountain named in his honour as Oliver’s' 
Peak Later m life he was to become Sir Oliver Wheeler, Surveyor General of 
India 


These two were ,otned by Dr A M Heron from the Geological Survey of 
India whose mnocent geological acnvtnes so upset the T.betans that he was 
banned from the 1922 expedition 

At a superficial glance, Farrar’s composition of the climbing nartv seemed a 
sound balance of experience and youth - or what passed for youth m 1921 In 

charge of the climbers he placed Harold Raeburn a Scnr r 1 

distinguished mountaineers of his generation fe’an^gewhen mndeH *1^ T° St 
was still the accepted norm Raeburn not only climheH _ j c ' mb,ng 

solo as well - he had, for example, made *e ? g '“ deless buI ^““tly 

Meije, in the Dauphin^ Alps Just prior to the First WorWwJh^h 
nine new ascents in the Caucasus, and in the year befnm ^ W ^ had made 
had reached 21,000 ft on Kangchenjunga ^ he Went t0 Everest he 
But he was fifty-six years old -m, 

crabbed and crusty old man H W TnV, mountaLne er was already a 

W Tob “’ wh ° "Hit him on Kangchen- 
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junga, had found him so disagreeable that they travelled apart as much as 
possible On the Everest expedition he had gastric trouble, which probably 
did nothing to help his temper In a letter home Mallory wrote 

I saw and still see Raeburn as a great difficulty He is evidently touchy 
about his position as leader of the Alpine party and wants to be treated with 
proper respect And he is dreadfully dictatorial about matters of fact, and 
often wrong He has some very nice qualities, he has a good deal of 
fatherhness and kindliness But his total lack of calm and sense of humour at 
the same time is most unfortunate 16 

Later he wrote to Hinks, ‘When he is not being a bore I feel moved to pity, 
but that is not often 1,7 

Howard-Bury couldn’t stand him After Raeburn’s failure to pick up some 
expedition mail (he just rode past it) Howard-Bury fumed to Hinks, ‘Can you 
imagine anyone being such a fool?’ 18 But later, as it became increasingly 
obvious that Raeburn was ill, ‘Raeburn has become very old and is a great 
responsibility and like all Scotch, he is very obstinate ,19 
In fact Raeburn never recovered from his experiences on Everest On his 
return to Britain he suffered a complete breakdown and went into a slow 
decline until his death m 1926 

With hindsight it is easy to say that Farrar could hardly have made a worse 
choice for leader of the climbing party, yet Farrar was not to know this at the 
time He had only the records to go on, and Raeburn’s record was outstanding 
- indeed, it is doubtful whether in terms of climbing ability, taken m the 
context of his time, it was ever surpassed by pre-war Everest climbers 
The second climber chosen by Farrar for his experience was Dr A M 
Kellas, a lecturer m chemistry at Middlesex Hospital ‘Although he was 
keenly interested in chemistry he was even more interested in mountains,’ 
Collie wrote, and mdeed during the previous few years Kellas had been 
concentrating on the physiological effects of high alutudes, a subject on which 
he had made him self the leading authority 20 Combining work with pleasure 
he had accumulated a good deal of Himalayan experience since his first visit m 
1907, including ascents of Pauhunn (23,180ft) and Chomiomo (22,430ft) In 
1920 he and Morshead would almost certainly have climbed Kamet (25,447 ft) 
had not the porters rebelled 

Morshead had been detailed to join Kellas by the Survey of India, but apart 
from this one occasion, and on his first visit in 1907 when he had brought 
Alpine guides out with him, Kellas climbed solely with local porters He 
quickly found that these men were not only strong but soon learned the 
elementary climbing techniques then in use They were cheerful, intelligent 
companions, and the best of them, Kellas discovered, came from a remote 
valley in Nepal They were called Sherpas 
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Kcilas was an unorthodox man m several v,a>s, apart Irom his climbing 
with ‘coolies’, as the term then was He rarely bothered to write accounts of 
his climbs, except from a medical point of mcv Bncf notes in the Alpine 
Journal were the limit of his literary ambitions, though in terms of Himalayan 
experience he was the greatest of all 

Like Raeburn he was a Scot Hinks called him ‘a \ery obstinate little 
man’, 21 but Mallory had great affection for him To his wife, Mallory’ wrote. 

Kellas I love already He is beyond description Scotch and uncouth in his 
speech - altogether uncouth He arrived at the great dinner party ten 
minutes after we had sat down, and very dishevelled, having walked m from 
Grom, a little place four miles away His appearance would form an 
admuable model to the stage for a farcical representation of an alchemist 
He is very slight in build, short, thin, stooping and narrow chested, his head 
made grotesque by veritable gig-lamps of spectacles and a long pointed 
moustache He is an absolutely devoted and disinterested person. 22 


But, like Raeburn, Kellas was really too old for the job. He was fifty-three 
and had spent the previous year m an exhausting senes of high-alutude 
climbs almost a frenzy of activity He arnved back in Darjeeling only a week 
or so before the Everest expedition set out 

These two elderly climbers were to occupy much of the time and energy of 
Dr A F.R Wollaston, the team doctor Wollaston was an explorer m the old 
romantic style who liked remote places, especially if there were mountains 
which were particularly inaccessible He had visited the Ruwenzon in Afnca 
and made two trips into the mtenor of New Guinea, where he got within 400 ft 
of the top of Carstenz Pyramid, the highest summit, before having to 
withdraw He had much in common with Howard-Bury and they became 
close fnends on the expedition' Like Howard-Bury, Wollaston was a nch man 
who paid his own -expenses, and both men were keen naturalists and more 
than competent photographers Wollaston was forty-six years old 23 
When Farrar had first thought about a party to climb Everest as earlv as 
1919, he had envisaged two Austrian chmbers, George and Man Fmch 
as his summit pair and the great Swiss mountain cartoaraoher U^xr 
surveyor, but Kurz was ruled out by the ‘Bntnnc , , P 3106 ^ urz as 
Committee, even tf they had had chrnce “ the " ^ ad ° Pted by ^ 
dropped out of the reckoning George Fmch w ® atIer Max Finch also 
(Ltge Finch was thirtAS?' “ ZT 

who, like Kellas, was interested m the phylmtaLT researcl >-acientist 
nf . . e Physiological consequences of high 


altitudes Of Australian origin, he had lived 


spoke German better than he spoke Emr! h x i ^ m Switzerland and 

gave him a less ngid outlook on things thSTn^m f Upbnngm S undoubtedly 
especially his older contemporaries Ld r y ° f hlS contem Poranes had, 

’ 311(1 * e Con ™tee on the whole viewed 
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him with suspicion he was too unconventional m attitude to be quite a pukka 
sahib Nevertheless, he was Farrar’s first choice, and Farrar earned great 
weight Unfortunately, Fmch had contracted malana during the war, and a 
drasuc cure he had taken for it, m France, had undermined his health When 
Mallory was assessing their chances in a letter to Winthrop Young in 
February, he expressed doubts about Finch's health 

Raeburn says he does not expect to get higher than 24,000 to 25,000, Dr 
Kellas presumably will get no further, so that final push is left to Fmch and 
me and the outside chance that Wheeler or Morshead will take to climbing 
and make a success of it Perhaps after all I shall be the weakest of the lot, 
but at present I feel more doubtful of Finch’s health 24 

The doubts proved justified, for a month later Fmch failed his medical 
examinauon 

Despite being just over six feet m height Fmch weighed only 1 1st 31b Both 
of the doctors who examined him (H Graeme Anderson and F E Larkins) 
reported him to be m poor physical condition slighdy anaemic, sallow, 
flabby, losmg weight and his mouth ‘very deficient m teeth’ He was rejected 
by the Committee immediately 

Both Fmch himself and Farrar were furious A short time before his 
rejecuon Finch had blotted his copybook by having his picture published in 
an illustrated paper with a note about the forthcoming Everest attempt, much 
to Hrnks’s chagrin, and he now considered himself victimized because of this 
Privately, accusations were bandied around, but Mallory thought the medical 
decision was justified To Winthrop Young he wrote 

Fmch always seemed to me rather a gamble, he didn’t look fit and I felt 
no confidence m his stamina - we’re not gomg to have very good 
opportumues of getting fit I can’t for a moment think the medical 
examinauon was unfairly done It was arranged by Wollaston and I can’t 
imagine him a party to that sort of thin g, however much the idea of an 
examinauon may have been the hope of the party opjxised to Fmch 
Wollaston told me that there could be no quesuon of taking Fmch after the 
doctor’s report 

I feel sorry for Fmch, the medical examinauon ought to have been 
arranged at a much earlier stage But he forfeits sympathy by his behaviour 
We shall be weaker on ice and m general mountaineering resources without 
him, but we shall probably be stronger m pure physique, much stronger m 
morale 25 

In March, Fmch undoubtedly was not fit But the quesuon is whether the 
condiuon was only temjxirary, and whether the Commmee acted precipitate- 
ly That summer Fmch did a particularly difficult climb on Mont Blanc and 
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Farrar remarked sarcastically, ‘our invalid Finch took part in the biggest 
climb m the Alps this season 1 ’ 26 When Larkins examined him again, in 
November, he pronounced him fit for the next expedition Nevertheless, the 
affair was not forgotten - by either side 
With Fmch ruled out it was proposed to replace him with W N. Ling, a 
Scottish climber and an old buddy of Raeburn’s Mallory was appalled at the 
idea, for Lmg was forty-eight years old He wrote to Hinks about it 


Since receiving your letter telling me that Fmch is not coming with the 
expedition to Mount Everest, I have been thinking very seriously of my own 
position. The substitution of Lmg for Fmch, though it may make little 
difference m the earlier stages of climbing, will m all probability very 
materially weaken the advance party It seems to me that our best chance of 
success lies m finding easy conditions m the final stage, for which we have 
considerable grounds of hope as the photos all show comparatively easy 
angles on the north side If this hope is realized the question will be one 
purely of endurance and not at all of mountaineering judgement as to snow 
conditions, etc , or of technical skill in dealing with snow and ice All that is 
likely to come m lower down, but for the final push we want men who can 
last and we ought to give ourselves the best possible chance of bemg such a 
party when the critical time arrives I don’t doubt the value of either Lmg or 
Morshead but from the pomt of view of this final effort they have too much 
against them - Lmg his age (it seems to me age must make it more difficult 
for the body to adjust itself to the conditions) and Morshead the fact that he 
will be engaged on his surveying work and consequently will not be able to 
tram systematically for this mountaineering effort and in any case we know 
very little about him as a mountaineer. 

Looking at the matter m this way I consider we ought to have another 
man who should be chosen not so much for his expert skill but simply for 
his powers of endurance I have all along regarded the party as barely strong 
enough for a venture of this kind, with the enormous demand it is certain to 
make on both ner\es and physique I told Raeburn what I thought b 
that and said I wanted to have Finch because we shonlrin’t g a ou 

without him ™ldn the strong enough 


You wall understand that I must look after myself m this 
married man and I can’t go into it bald-headed 27 tatter I m a 


Htnks thought he could detect the hand of his cnemv FW. 
v, ro.e tel. tactlessly y tarrar ,n *» and he 


I don’t think \ou need feel any anxiety about >our own no 
\ ou w ill be under the orders of very experienced mountatnee Sm ? n ’ because 
care not to call upon >ou for jobs that can’t be done The will take 

brer w close touch with Farrar all along has no doubt made you lrnb^hT 
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view which is harclh that of anybody else, that the first object of the 
expedition is to pet to the top of Mount Everest tins \ear Raeburn has been 
given full hbcnv to get as high as possible consistent with the complete 
reconnaissance of the mountain and it is left at that As for Morshcad, after 
all he ha r been more than half as high again as you have been, and he did 
this at rather short notice I suspect y ou w ill find him a hard man to keep up 
with when he has been in the field for several months on his survey work, 
which is I should imnpinc the best possible training n 

Natural!} enough, Mallory took umbrage at this patronizing tone and 
would have written a strong letter to Hinks had not Wollaston stepped in and 
calmed him down 

rorrunatclv for all concerned Ling could not accept the invitation Tarrar 
suggested A W Wakefield, a Lakeland climber, but he couldn’t go either, so 
the last moment vacancv was filled b} G H Bullock, n contemporary of 
Mallorv at Winchester, where they had both been members of the school’s lee 
Club w Bullock was thirty four, a busy member of the Consular Service, but 
Lord Curzon, by now Foreign Secretary, contrived to get him extended leave 
of absence It was a happy choice, for not only had Bullock climbed with 
Mallory manv times before but he was a genial character who seemed to get on 
with everybody, even Raeburn He had, said Howard-Bury , ‘great qualifica- 
tions - a placid temperament and an ability to sleep under any conditions’ 30 
In an expedition where almost everybody actively disliked somebody else, 
Bullock was unique 

But the undoubted star of Howard Bury’s team was George Leigh Mallory, 
a thirty-five-} car-old schoolmaster from Charterhouse, a man whose name was 
destined to be forever Imkcd with that of Everest With the single exception of 
Whymper and the Matterhorn, no man has ever been so closely identified with 
a mountain in the public mind, and in one sense the public were right there 
was about Mallory and Everest the same sort of inexorable destiny that linked 
Whymper with the Matterhorn In both eases it became a naked feud between 
man and mountain 

And yet, he almost didn't go In 1921 he was dissatisfied with his job and 
undecided about what he should do, and he had a wife and three young 
children to provide for When Farrar asked him to join the expedition he 
thought of refusing He was persuaded otherwise by his former climbing 
companion and close friend, Geoffrey Winthrop Young, who pointed out that 
it would be a fine adv enturc and might be useful background if ever he took 
up the writing career he had often thought about On 9 February Mallory 
lunched with Younghusband, Farrar and Raeburn, when he formally 
accepted the offer, ‘without visible emotion’, as Younghusband recalled 31 
How was it that this reluctant young man became a Boy’s Own Paper 
archetypal hero? The answer is that he couldn’t help it he was cast in heroic 
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mould, both physically and mentally, and he became a child of destiny, a 
latter-day Siegfried, though he certainly didn’t sec himself as such Mallory had 
greatness thrust upon him The pity of it was that he had so little actual talent 
After an adventurous, somewhat harum-scarum upbringing as a parson’s 
son in Cheshire he had gone to school at Winchester, where he had come 
under the influence of a young master, Graham Irving, the keen Alpinist who 
founded the Ice Club From school he had gone to Magdalene College, 
Cambridge, where he took up rowing and eventually became Secretary of the 
college boat club He read history, but not too well, and, undecided on a 
career, more or less drifted mto teachmg, a job for which he was tempera- 
mentally unsuited and not particularly good at 

At Cambridge he was drawn mto some brilliant company — Rupert Brooke 
and Lytton Strachey were close friends The homosexual Strachey was 
overwhelmed by his good looks In a letter to Virginia Woolf he wrote 

Mon dieu! - George Mallory 1 - When that’s been written, what more 
need be said? My hand trembles, my heart palpitates, my whole being 
swoons away at the words - oh, heavens' heavens' I found of course that 
he’d been absurdly maligned - he’s six foot high, with the body of an athlete 
by Praxiteles, and a face - oh incredible - the mystery of Botticelli, the 
refinement and delicacy of a Chinese print, the youth and piquancy of an 
unimaginable English boy I rave, but when you see him, as you must, you 
will admit all - all' Yes' Virginia alone will sympathize with me now - 
I’m a convert to the divinity of virginity and spend hours every day lost m a 
trance of adoration, innocence, and bliss It was a complete revelation as 
you may conceive By God' The sheer beauty of it all is what transports 
me For the rest, he’s going to be a schoolmaster, and his intelligence is 
not remarkable What’s the need? 32 


With his good looks, his athleticism and perfect gentility, he could have 
been a knight at King Arthur’s court, and in fact Wmthrop Young nicknamed 
him Galahad 


Had he been bon, a little later he could hardly have escaped the rlmrher 0 f 
television but as it was his character was flawed by one senous weakness - he 
was a drifter, uncommitted and indecisive He nevf>r 
events in his life, mstead, it was the events themselves wh^ch J ^ 

He drifted mto the Everest adventure as he drS l! t * * h f shapmg 
Malloiy had a deep love of mountains and mountan, explenTes It was^fte 

greatest skill lay in rock climbing, where the open-^^c^bsTh *** 

popular were ideally suited to his easv of hmbs then becoming 

with a long thigh, a lifted knee and a rmnlf* ? 10Vement swung up rock 

Knee, and a npple of irresistible movement,’ wrote 
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Young, many years later 'A perfect physique and a pursuing mind came 
together as it were in a singleness of power, as he rushed into motion ,33 
And >ct all the signs arc that Mallory was a competent, rather than great, 
climber His record is small, his climbs largely forgotten by present-day 
climbers E\cn for his own day they were not particularly hard climbs - no 
climb of Mallory’s matches Hcrford’s Central Buttress Route on Scafcll or 
even Bottcnll’s Slab climb on that same cliff In the Alps too he showed hide in- 
nos ation, and his best routes were done with Young, who was one of the finest 
Alpinists of the era Comparing Mallory with other climbers he had known at 
that ume. Young said that he was the greatest in unfulfilled achievement 
As with so many other aspects of his life, Mallory failed to make the significant 
contributions to climbing which were expected of him, and far from being 
the greatest mountaineer of his day, he was not really m the leading cadre 
Mallory was never at case throughout the 1921 expedition He disliked 
Tibet — ‘a hateful country inhabited by hateful people’ 34 - and sometimes 
wondered about the whole project He wrote to a friend 

I sometimes think of this expedition as a fraud from beginning to end, 
invented by the wild enthusiasm of one man, Younghusband, puffed up by 
the would be wisdom of certain pundits in the A C , and imposed upon the 
youthful ardour of your humble servant The prospect of ascent m any 
direction is almost ml, and our present job is to rub our noses against the 
impossible m such a way as to persuade mankind that some noble heroism 
has failed once again 35 

Nor could he get on with his leader ‘Relations with Bury have not been easy,’ 
he wrote to Young, ‘ he is a queer customer as I’ll tell you one day ,36 And 
to -his wife on another occasion 

Frankly, I was quite glad Bury was away I can’t get over my dislike of 
him and have a sense of gene when he is present which he too feels, even 
though we talk quite cheerfully And now I’ve had trouble with him about 
stores - a most miserable petty business, so miserable I really can’t bring 
myself to explain it But his attitude amounted to an accusation of greed on 
my part m taking more than I ought up here for the use of the higher camps, 
and meanwhile B and I are providing meat and tea for the coolies out of our 
own money, because we know they must be fed up and encouraged m this 
way if we are to get them up the mountain, and Bury will allow nothing 
outside their base rations 37 

The feeling was mutual Howard-Bury wrote to Hinks, ‘Mallory and 
Bullock have been perfectly useless to me They have never attempted to help 

Ul any thin g ,38 

His contemporaries on the Everest expedition found Mallory to be a 
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dreamer without an ounce of practical ability Htnks referred to it in sc\eral 
letters ‘ he seems to be a very innocent traveller v.ho can hardly be trusted 
to get his own luggage aboard’ 39 , and after an unfortunate incident when 
Mallory put the plates m his camera' the wrong way, thus ruining any 
photographs, ‘The failure of Bullock and Mallory' to photograph anything is 
deplorable — they must be singularly unintelligent people not to be able to 
learn the elements of the thing in a day or two’ 40 , ‘he cannot take photographs 
and cannot make primus stoves work when other people can ’ 4I Other people 
were less critical than Hinks but agreed that Mallory’ was forgetful ‘After the 
first few days,’ John Morns wrote about a later expedition, ‘we took it in turn 
to see that none of his lut was left behind ’ 42 Bruce said of him* ‘He is a great 
dear, but forgets his boots on all occasions 1 ’ 43 and Tom Longstaff described 
him as ‘a very good stout-hearted baby, but quite unfit to be placed in charge 
of anything, mcludmg himself 44 

And this was the man who, more than anyone else before or since, was to 
match himself against the greatest mountain in the world From the moment 
Mallory accepted Farrar’s invitation the seeds of tragedy and immortality were 
sown 

So the team was completed - a somewhat scratch team, in which two vital 
substitutions had to be made before the match had even begun, and a team 
without reserves The average age of the climbing party was forty-four and a 
half years 

Meanwhile the organization of equipment, by Farrar and Meade, was going 
on To Wmthrop Young, Mallory wrote ‘We’re having trouble about 
equipment Raeburn unfortunately was put m charge of the mountaineering 
section and is quite incompetent Finch and I have had to put pressure 
through Farrar and I hope it will all come right, but such a vital matter as tents 
has not been properly thought out and no proper provision for cold and great 
heights came with Raeburn’s scheme of things >« Nothmg spectal was 
designed, gist the best generally available As for the actual clothmg and 
boots, that was left to die members themselves - each man was given £50 to 
buy what he thought he needed, a sum later rased to £100 4 necessarv’ 
Howard-Bury and Wollaston provided their own gear at no 
Committee BMr ’ at n0 e *P ense to the 

The various members of die expedition assembled m Daneelmg at the 
beginning of May, where they collected porters and t ,, S at 

through Tibet Morshead and a party of f °’ * C long 

the Tista River into northern Sikkim and thence over thcY' 2 f °i| owmg 
Dzong in Tibet, where they would meet the Serpo La to Kampa 

party chose a longer but ^ ^ mam 

and thence by a wide arc to Kam pa n zonp W t0 1115 0111111131 valley 

passport from the Prime Minister of Tibet* 6 1 ^ Camed 1116 
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To The Jongpens and Headmen of Phanjong, Ting-ke, Khamba and 
Kharta 

You arc to bear m mind that a party of Sahibs are coming to see the 
Chha-mo-lung-ma mountain and they will evince great friendship towards 
the Tibetans On the request of the Great Minister Bell a passport has been 
issued requiting you and all officials and subjects of the Tibetan Govern- 
ment to supply transport, e g riding pomes, pack animals and coolies as 
required by the Sahibs, the rates for which should be fixed to mutual 
satisfaction Any other assistance that the Sahibs may require either by day 
or by night, on the march or during halts, should be faithfully given, and 
their requirements about transport or anything else should be promptly 
attended to All the people of the country, wherever the Sahibs may happen 
to come, should render all necessary assistance in the best possible way, in 
order to maintain friendly relations between the British and Tibetan 
Governments 

Despatched during the Iron Bud Year Seal of the Prime Minister 

The start of the trek was not auspicious The mules provided by the Army 
were fat, indolent beasts from the plains, quite unaccustomed to the rough 
journey through the hot, steamy, leech infested jungles of Sikkim, and after 
only five days had to be sent back to Darjeeling as unfit for service From then 
on the expedition had to rely on local transport, hardy hill mules and yaks, 
and though this was always forthcoming it frequently took time to organize 
Once across the Jelep La, the humid jungle of Sikkim gave way to the 
pleasant valley of Chumbi, dominated by the impressive peak of Chomolhan 
Because the ndge they had just crossed acted as a barrier to the monsoon, the 
rainfall at Chumbi is only a quarter of what it is in Sikkim, and they found 
themselves in an almost European climate, with great silver fir trees forming 
darkly massed woods, and brilliant bushes of wild rhododendron, roses, 
spiraea and clemaus Purple inses and wild strawberries grew in profusion In 
keeping with this lovely natural setting, the villages were prosperous, with 
well-cultivated fields and orchards The scent of wild roses filled the air They 
had arrived in Tibet 

All through Sikkim and over the Jelep La the expedition had suffered the 
torrcnual downpours of the chhott banal, those pre monsoon rams which often 
came as a nasty surprise in the Himalaya, but in Chumbi the weather was fair 
and the land flowing with milk and honey It was not to last out of the valley 
the dusty trail climbed laboriously up to the Tibetan plateau, an and desert 
some 16,000 ft above sea level Mallory desenbed it in a letter to his wife. 

The great change was coming up to the plains tn a few hours after 
walking in a small mountain valley among flowers and trees, where 
everything seemed near and friendly, to debouch mto a great grey and basin 
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among rolling hills where the eye was earned an incredible distance and saw 
at the end of the prospect a steep snow mountain towering up alone - a 
country where everything was unfriendly and far And then Phan, after ten 
miles’ dusty walking m the glare of the plain itself Phan seemed to prove 
that we had come to a new world altogether ruder than the mountain 
valley It is the most incredibly dirty warren that can be imagined 

So far we had been on the high road, so to speak In turning westwards to 
Kampa Dzong, we must leave the road to Lhasa Nothing, I suppose, will 
ever be more dreary than the first stage from Phan twenty one miles, 
mosdy across an absolutely flat desert of gravel 

But in the evening hght this country can be beautiful, snow mountains 
and all the harshness becomes subdued, shadows soften the hdlsides, there 
is a blending of lines and folds until the last hght, so that one comes to bless 
the absolute bareness, feeling that here is a pure beauty of form, a kind of 
ultimate harmony 

Our great enemy, of course, is wind On the best of days it is absolutely 
calm in the early morning, chilly at first and as the sun gets up quite hot 
(The sun is always scorching and threatens to take one’s skin off ) Any time 
between 10 00 and 12 00, the wind gets up - a dry, dusty unceasing wind, 
with all the unpleasantness of an east wind at home Towards evening it 
becomes very cold, and we have frost at nights The real problem for 
comfort now is to get a tent pitched so as to have some shelter when the 
day’s destination is reached 47 

Though Sherpas are undoubtedly the world’s best porters, they are also 
probably the world’s worst cooks, a fact the expedition had come to realize 
from the outset The awful food did nothing to alleviate the enteritis and 
stomach pains which members now began to suffer Wheeler and Raeburn 
were quite ill, and it did the latter no good either to fall off his horse twice, the 
animal kicking him on head and knee and rolling on him But the worst 
affected was Kellas the strenuous campaigns he had taken part in earlier in 
the year had sapped his body strength to such an extent that he could not 
withstand the ravages of dysentery He grew progressively weaker, and had to 
be earned on a rude stretcher He followed behind the rest of the party, 
wishing nobody to accompany him Mallory wrote to a friend 

Can you imagine anything less like a mountaineering party? It was an 
arrangement which made me very unhappy and which appals me now in the 
hght of what has happened - he died without one of us anywhere near him 
And yet it was a difficult position The old gentleman (such he seemed) was 
obliged to retire a number of times cn route and could not bear to be seen in 
this distress, and so msisted that everyone should be in front of him 4! 

Kellas died on the approach march to Kampa Dzong, from heart failure 
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brought on by the cumulative strain of the past months and accentuated by his 
illness He was buried on a hillside south of the village, m a place which 
looked out across the arid Tibetan plain to the distant snows of the Himalaya 
where there rose the three peaks of Pauhunn, Kangchenjau and Chomiomo, 
which Kellas alone had climbed Mallory described the scene to Geoffrey 
Wmthrop Young 

It was an extraordinarily affecting little ceremony burying Kellas on a 
stoney hillside - a place on the edge of a great plain and looking across it to 
the three great snow peaks of his conquest I shan’t easily forget the four 
boys, his own trained mountainmen, children of nature, seated m wonder 
on a great stone near the grave while Bury read out the passage from 
Corinthians 49 


From the same place the expedition had its first glimpse of the summit snows 
of Everest 

Dzong is Tibetan for ‘fort’, and Kampa Dzong proved to be a spectacular 
fortress perched on a rocky cliff at the exit of a deep limestone gorge Here the 
mam body of the expedition was re-united with Morshead, who had arrived 
rune days earlier, despite his surveying work Raeburn, however, was feeling 
no better and it was decided that he should be sent to Lachen in Sikkim to 
recuperate, and that Dr Wollaston should accompany him Nobody regretted 
Raeburn’s departure 

Without havmg even reached Everest, the expedition was seriously depleted 
and some of its purpose invalidated All medical expertise was gone - by 
bizarre coincidence, of course, Wollaston, Kellas and Raeburn were all 
doctors Kellas was dead and he was the only member of the team capable of 
making tests on the physiological effects of altitude as well as looking after the 
experimental oxygen sets earned m the baggage, and Raeburn, cantankerous 
though he was, was the leader of the climbing team 

None of this seemed to bother Howard-Bury much, and, of course all was 
by no means lost The survey team were still intact, and seemed to be eniovms 
themselves It was the reconnaissance of the actual mountain which seemed in 
jeopardy Everything now depended on Mallory and Bullock 

As the expedition moved off from Kampa Dzong, ,t was entenng unknown 
country and a sense of excitement began to catch at Mallorv to WmrhZ 
Young he wrote, ‘We’re lust about to walk off the map P 

On 13 June, en route : for SMrng, Mallory and Bullock explored the Yarn 

ssirr : r r -■ .... 
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but the clouds were dark in that direction We gazed at them intently 
through field glasses as though by some miracle we might pierce the veil 
Presently the miracle happened We caught the gleam of snow behind the 
grey mist A whole group of mountains began to appear in gigantic 
fragments Mountain shapes are often fantastic seen through a mist, these 
were like the wildest creation of a dream A preposterous triangular lump 
rose out of the depths, its edge came leaping up at an angle of about 70° and 
ended nowhere To the left a black serrated crest was hanging m the sky 
incredibly Gradually, very gradually, we saw the great mountain sides and 
glaciers and aretes, now one fragment now another through the floating 
nfts, until far higher in the sky than imagination had dared to suggest the 
white summit of Everest appeared And m this senes of partial glimpses we 
had seen a whole, we were able to piece together the fragments, to interpret 
the dream However much might remain to be understood, the centre had a 
clear meaning as one mountain shape, the shape of Everest 
It is hardly possible of course from a distance of 57 miles to formulate an 
accurate idea of a mountain's shape But some of its most remarkable 
features may be distinguished for what they are We were looking at Everest 
from about North-east and evidently a long arete was thrust out towards us 
Some little distance below the summit the arete came down to a black 
shoulder, which we conjectured would be an insuperable obstacle To the 
right of this we saw the sky line m profile and judged it not impossibly 
steep The edge was probably a true arete because it appeared to be joined 
by a col to a sharp peak to the north From the direction of this col a valley 
came down to the East and evidently drained into the Aron This was one 
fact of supreme importance which was now established and we noticed that 
it agreed with what was shown on the map, the map in fact went up in our 
esteem and we were inclined hereafter to believe its veracity until we 
established the contrary Another fact was even more remarkable We knew 
something more about the great peak near Everest which we had seen from 
Kampa Dzong, we knew now that it was not a separate mountain, in a sense 
it was part of Everest, or rather Everest was not one mountain but two, this 
great black mountain to the South was connected with Everest by a 
continuous arete and divided from it only by a snow col which must itself be 
at least 27,000 feet high The black cliffs of this mountain, which faced us, 
were continuous with the icy face of Everest itself 51 

The country through which they moved westwards was the same barren 
landscape with which they had now become familiar Sand dunes and 
mudflats alternated, and whenever the wind dropped they were pestered by 
mynads of irritating sand flies 

The monotony was relieved when they arrived at Shckar Dzong* the te 
Glass Fort 5 , a remarkable senes of buddings which staggered up a sleep 
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hillside like some medieval castle designed by Walt Disney or Ludwig of 
Bavaria About a third of the way up the hill were the crowded buildings of a 
monastery which held four hundred monks, and this was connected by walls 
and turrets to the fort itself, whose whitewashed walls gleamed in the sun as 
high up the hill agam In turn a turreted wall climbed up from the fort to the 
sharp pomted summit of the hill, where there was a prominent tower. 
Howard-Bury described it, m what for him was a rare flight of fancy, as an 
enlarged St Michael’s Mount 

A little excitement broke the monotony at Shekar Dzong when during the 
night the camp was attacked by a madman who tried to smash their stoves. 
Bullock drove him off with an ice axe 

From Shekar Dzong they moved on to Tmgn Dzong, a village of 
considerable importance as a trading centre, built on a hillock m the middle of 
a vast flat plain Everest lay some forty miles to the south and could be seen 
qmte plainly, as could the immense Cho Oyu just to the west of it Tmgn was 
to be the expedition’s first Base Camp, and they had reached it exaedy one 
month after leaving Darjeeling 

What immense and exciting opportunities the 1921 expedition had for 
exploration! To the south of them, between Tmgn and the Nepalese border 
(beyond which they could not venture, of course), lay a vast tract of the 
world’s highest mountains virtually unknown to civilization They were 
the first Westerners even to approach as near as Tmgn, and the country to the 
south was their oyster, of which the pearl was Everest The pearl was not for 
them to snatch, of course - that would be too much to expect - but their 
reward was almost as great, and some might say greater to tread the 
untrodden glacier, to see for the first time what lay around the next spur or 
beyond the next blue mountain 


The western and eastern limits of the Everest group wereTairly well known 
in general terms, though no European had ever been there To the west 
between the Everest group and the Gaunsankar group, was a high pass known 
as the Khumbu La, which was frequently used by traders passing from 
Namche Bazar m Nepal to Tmgn Dzong m Tibet and vice versa Immediatelv 

“ st °' L ,h \ a *"? tang1 ' of peak ? l whlch -“taded the known summits of Cho 
Oyu, Gyachung Kang, Everest, Chomo Lonro and Makalu stretched awa, for 
some forty miles m a curve winch turned gradually south Beyond Makalu was 
the deep gorge of the great River Aran which cuts c l ea „ th^gh th e maln 
Himalayan range, draining a vast area of Southern Tiher , 

Nepal to become the Kos, river In plac£s the , ‘mreSipa” 

This much was known What was nnr 4 , passaDle 

forty-mile stretch of mountain between the Khumbu 7 ** h \ ° f that 
In ,he heart of that icy tangle lay Eve^H^ld £££ 

Mallory once said, first they would have to find the mountaS 
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The party divided up to undertake their various duues Wollaston, who had 
rejoined them, remained at Tingn in charge of Base Camp, where a house had 
been obtained and a photographic darkroom set up Natives brought him 
specimens of the flora and fauna which he preserved and collected m his role 
of naturalist, but he was also employed m looking after two nauve bearers who 
were ill with enteritis, one of whom died within a few days Morshcad, too, 
remained at Tingn, as he wanted to survey the locality, while Wheeler and 
Heron went off towards the Khumbu La to begin their own surveys Mallory 
and Bullock made straight for Mount Everest ‘Looked at from here,’ 
Howard-Bury recorded glumly, after noting their departure, ‘it is certainly a 
very wonderful mountain, as it seems to stand up all by itself, but from this 
side it looks far too steep to be climbed ,52 
Howard-Bury had intended to go with Wheeler and Heron, but toxic fumes 
produced in the darkroom made him ill for several days When he rccoi ered 
he set off on a tour of his scattered troops 
On 25 June Mallory and Bullock, with their porters, left the valley of the 
zahar Chu which they had followed from Tingn, and turning south entered 
the Rongbuk valley at Chobuk (see Map 4, p 54) A shon way beyond the 
lage was a patch of fertile ground with grass and flowenng shrubs, greener 
an anything they had seen Since leaving Chumbi, but then as they pressed 
°n the valley became mean and dreary At length the path steepened and 
bed up to two chortetis, or Buddhist shrines The view was enthralling 

We paused here in sheer astonishment Perhaps we had half expected to 
sec Mount Everest at this moment In the back of my mind were a host of 
quesuons about it clamouring for answer But the sight of it now banished 
every thought We forgot the stony wastes and regrets for oihcr bcauues 
c asked no quesuons and made no comment, but simp!) looked 
1 ls Perhaps because Everest presented itself so dramatically on tlus 
occasion that I find the Northern aspect more particularly imacincd in my 
m 'n , when I recall the mountain But in any case this aspect has a sjxcial 
significance The Rongbuk Valley is veil constructed to show offthcpcaJ at 
•ts cad, for about 20 miles it is extraordinarily straight and in that distance 
nscs only 4,000 feet, the glacier, which is 10 miles long no more steeph 
i 'an the rest In consequence of this arrangement one has onlv to be raised 
'CO slightly above the bed of the valley to sec it almost as a fiat us up to 
the very head of the glacier from which the cliffs of L\ crest 'pnng To the 
P acc where Everest stands one looks along rvtlicr th-in up IT c pla* *r is 
prostrate, not a pan of the mountain, not even a pediment, roerch v foci- 
°°ting the high walls At the end of the vallcv and above the gLici-r 1 vrnrvt 
nscs not so much a peak as a prodigious mountain ir-w Th"i i r» 
complication for the c\c The highest of tl c world s > real rroern i ' i 
seems, has tonial e but a single gesture of rvaytuficen-e io K (or 1 a 1 !, 
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in unchallenged and isolated supremacy To the discerning eye other 
mountains are visible, giants between 23,000 and 26,000 feet high Not one 
of their slenderer heads even reaches their chief’s shoulder, beside Everest 
they escape notice — such is the pre-eminence of the greatest 

Considered as a structure Mount Everest is seen from the Rongbuk 
Valley to achieve height with amazing simplicity The steep wall 10,000 feet 
high is contained between two colossal members — to the left the North- 
eastern arete, which leaves the summit at a gentle angle and in a distance of 
rather less than a mile descends only 1 ,000 feet before turning more sharply 
downwards from a clearly defined shoulder, and to the right the North-west 
arete (its true direction is about WNW), which comes down steeply from 
the summit but makes up for the weaker nature of this support by immense 
length below Such is the broad plan In one respect it is modified The wide 
angle between the two mam aretes mvolves perhaps too long a face, a 
further support is added The Northern face is brought out a little below the 
North-east shoulder and then turned back to meet the crest again, so that 
from the pomt of the shoulder a broad arete leads down to the North and is 
connected by a snow col at about 23,000 feet with a northern wing of 
mountains which forms the right bank of the Rongbuk Glacier and to some 
extent masks the view of the lower parts of Everest Nothing could be 
stronger than this arrangement and it is nowhere fantastic We do not see 
jagged crests and a multitude of pinnacles, and beautiful as such ornaments 


may be we do not miss it The outline is comparatively smooth because the 
stratification is horizontal, a circumstance which seems again to give it 
strength, emphasizing the broad foundations And yet Everest is a rugged 
giant It has not the smooth undulations of a snow mountain with white 
snow cap and glaciated flanks It is rather a great mass, coated often with a 
thin layer of white powder which is blown about its sides, and bearing 
perennial snow only on the gentler ledges and on several wide faces less 

st “P than * e reat °“ e such P' ace 15 l°"B «m of the North-west arete 
which wtth Its Sightly articulated buttresses ,s hke the nave of a vast 
cathedral roofed with snow 53 


. The next day they made a base camp a little distance beyond the Ronabnl 
monastery The monastery was situated in a hlpnlr , , 8 

m full view of Everest, which was sixteen^ niZ T"' ° f 16 ’ 5 °° f ' 
nearer. It was a particularly holy place supnortmp ’ Ug U seemed mucl 
whom was the Head Lama, a reincarnation, like the ^7° 

addition there were several hundred lay lamas who ^ r ^mself L 
of time and a number of hermits who hvpH ^° r varyin S period 

Rongbuk valley I, was a pla™ oJcl for I ” “ d CeUs ^her up th 
not take kindly to the intrusion of strangers tho! 0 "!,’ ^ flm thc lamas dl1 

were more used ,0 expedites, 
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bestow his blessings on the members In 1921, however, the Head Lama was 
undergoing a year of seclusion 

From this camp Mallory and Bulloch could look straight up the Rongbuk 
valley to Everest Beyond the camp the head of the valley was filled by the 
Rongbuk Glacier, which seemed a flat white highway leading directly to the 
mountain The two climbers had no reason to suspect that this glacier was any 
different from an ordinary Alpine glacier, but it is In the Alps a glacier, 
provided it is not too crevassed, often provides a quick way mto the heart of a 
mountain system, but m the eastern Himalayas the glaciers are a maze of melt 
channels and resemble an icy \crsion of the shell-pocked battlefields of the 
First World War To cross one is purgatory, to go up one almost impossible 
The two climbers quickly learned that the way to get on in the Everest region 
was to follow the moraines at the edge of the glaciers 

With the mountain omnipresent they had plenty of time to study what they 
could see and reflect on the chances of climbing it Mallory wrote in his diary* 

I wish some folk at home could see the precipice from this side — a grim 
spectacle most unlike the long gentle slopes suggested by photos Amusing 
to think how one’s vision of the last effort has changed, it looked like 
crawling half-blind up easy snow, an even slope all the way up from a camp 
on a flat snow shoulder, but it won’t be that sort of grind, we’ll want 
climbers and not half-dazed ones, a tougher job than I bargained for, 
sanguine as usual 

E is a rock mountain 54 

On 29 June they established an advanced camp at 17,500 ft on a shelf above 
the western edge of the glacier, about two and a half miles from its snout 
From this camp they inaugurated a senes of probes to determine the features 
on the western side of the mountain 

They had already ascertained that the Rongbuk Glacier divided mto two 
arms One, the Rongbuk proper, led straight as an arrow to a snowy come 
over which towered the North Face of Everest, and another which turned off 
the main glacier to the west about two miles beyond their camp 

On 1 July Mallory set out with some porters to explore the head of the main 
valley, but bad weather denied him the success he had hoped for However, he 
saw enough of the West Ridge and the North Col to dash his hopes of any easy 
access to the mountain m those direcuons The North Col, the name he gave 
to the dip between the North Ridge and the North Peak (Changtse), might be 
attempted as a last resort, he thought, but the icy slopes up to it from the 
Rongbuk Glacier seemed steep and broken Nevertheless, the way to the 
summit from the col, once the latter had been reached, did wm to be the only 
hope of climbing the mountain, and he hoped that the col might be more 
accessible from the other side 
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Mallory was convinced that when it came to a 

mountain it would be necessary for the Shem , actUal assau h on the 

craft, particularly the handling of axe andm u" 0 ™ the Aments of ice 
some tune m teaching them and on 3 T u l v ^ BuUock had spent 

climb, from which they prudently withdrew a721 nn Z e ® barked on a mmor 
e best of the Sherpas would eventually become f MaBory bought that 
they were always ‘coolies’ to him Despite h,? ^ mou ntaxneers, though 
sickness, he was of course supremely fit 1 “ S " Ud ' “ d mountain 

diary, and so he was more than a little s^eT™ ^ his 

Sherpas matchmg him step by step ^ “ one to find one of the 

. unconsaously I was led mm 

who was pressing along at my side ^ 3 race by one of the coolies 
built he seemed extremely strong and acnv ‘ th °' I8h he was ^ghtly 

wondered how long he would keep® ^ V 6 ’ COmpact °f muscle l 
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Mallory wasn’t used to people who could keep up with him, but presumably 
the unknown Shcrpa did, for he never mentioned the matter again 1 
Above their camp was a shapely peak which looked as though it would be a 
good vantage point for the whole area, and on 5 July they set out to climb it 
After two and a half thousand feet they reached the crest of the ridge where 
they took forty minutes’ rest and ate some food (‘B and the coolies rather tired 
at this point’) 56 Roping up, they then made a long steady traverse to a snow 
col, followed by a long ndge leading towards their goal The porters turned 
back after a while but the climbers pressed on ‘We moved very slowly, 
keeping up muscular energy and overcoming lassitude by breathing fast and 
deep It was a colossal labour 157 

They reached the summit at 2 45 p m They had put up a fine performance 
by ascending 5,000 ft in one day at high altitude, and were justifiably proud of 
their achievement Mallory thought it was probably the second highest peak 
ever climbed, but in fact his altimeter played him false and what he took for 
23,000ft was actually 22,500 Longstaff, Kcllas and Calciau had all climbed 
peaks over 23,000 ft and men had been even higher attempting big peaks such 
as Kamet and Chogohsa Nevertheless it was the first ascent made in the 
Everest region The two climbers wanted to call it Mount Kellas to honour 
their late comrade, but m accordance with geographical practice it was later 
given the nauve name, Ri-nng 

They stayed on the summit for only fifteen minutes before the thought of 
bad weather drove them down again, but it was long enough to add 
considerably to their knowledge of the area They got a clear idea of the 
complex ridges at the western edge of the group - Cho Oyu and Gyachung 
Kang - and they could judge the North Face of Everest from a new angle, 
which confirmed their opinion that once the North Col was reached the way to 
the top was distinctly feasible Unfortunately they could also see a high ndge 
running eastwards from Changtse, the peak beyond the North Col, and they 
assumed that this ndge bordered a glacier which would flow east to the Arun 
nver To see the other side of the North Col they would therefore need to 
come in from the east of the massif Changtse and its ndge seemed to bar any 
access from the north 

They were also able to place more accurately a great jagged ndge to the 
south which they had suspected might be another ndge of Everest They now 
saw that it could not connect with Everest, but only with Lhotse, which meant 
there must be a high glacier enfolded between the ndge and Everest itself 
They tentatively named the unknown glacier the West Cwm, and the jagged 
ndge itself was later called Nuptse 

But they could not see into the West Cwm, they were too far away and 
Everest itself baulked the view Mallory suspected that the West Cwm and the 
West Rongbuk Glacier might be connected It was possible that the glacier 
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might start in the Cwm, flow westwards, then turn north between the peaks 
now called Lmgtren and Pumori and join the West Rongbuk Glacier It was 
something he had to find out 

To do this they established a second advanced camp on the West Rongbuk 
Glacier, about two miles from its junction with the main stream It was a light 
camp at first and Mallory did not like it at all. 

A Mummery tent may be well enough in fair weather, though even then 
its low roof suggests a recumbent attitude, it makes a poor dmmg-room 
even for two men and is a cold shelter from snow Moreover, the cold and 
draught discouraged our Primus stove - but I leave to the imagination of 
those who have learned by experience the nausea that comes from the 
paraffin fumes and one’s dirty hands and all the mess that may be It was 
chiefly a question of incompetence, no doubt, but there w'as no consolation 
in admitting that Is it not a first principle of mountaineering to be as 
comfortable as possible as long as one can >58 


To make things more comfortable, the heavier Whymper tents - and the 
cook - were moved up from the previous camp 

One fact which the 1921 expedition had discovered very quickly was that 
the monsoon penod -was not the best time to explore the Everest region 
Surveyors and alpinists alike suffered from days of bad weather when nothing 
could be attempted, and even the good days were frequently spoiled by low 
cloud which made observation impossible As far as Mallory and Bullock were 
concerned, at least half their time was wasted in this way 
But 12 July was fairly good as they set off to find the West Cwm First they 
had to cross the West Rongbuk Glacier from then camp on the north bank to 
the south bank, their aim bemg to enter a branch of the glacier which ran 
south, round the shoulder of Lmgtren The going was easy at first, but then 
they ran into a maze of ice pinnacles which slowed them down and ultimately 
defeated them. By the time they reached the south bank the clouds were 
gathering it was 10 a m and it had taken them four and a half hours to cover 
little more than a mile There was nothing for it but to turn back 

The next day they tned again and by usmg then hard-won knowledge of the 
glacier succeeded m crossing it in less than an hour and a half In the south 
branch the snow was good and they were able to make rapid progreS but 2 
they ascended the weather closed in and they were enveloped m cloud and 

round They had no rdea of whL 4 w-! b“4yte y‘“ 4 

“ Tt:;sr bly a co1 - “ 

In the days which followed thev renWri <• , 

mey realized that if ever they were to have time 
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to reach this col again, to take advantage of even half a day’s good weather, 
they would need another camp, placed in the south branch of the glacier This 
they organized, and some time was also given to photography, but unfortun- 
ately these were the photographic plates which Mallory spoiled by using them 
die wrong way round While Mallory wresded with the camera, Bullock made 
an excursion up the long West Rongbuk Glacier towards its head where the 
Nup La makes a crossing mto Nepal, but he failed to reach the col and low 
clouds prevented him from seeing anything 
On 19 July they set out from their new camp at 2 45 a m by glorious 
moonlight and tramped steadily up the south branch of the glacier How 
different it was from their last attempt six days beforel Now only light clouds 
drifted over Everest and the great white peaks were sharply defined against the 
dark sky In two and a quarter hours they reached the col at the head of the 
glacier, between Lingtren and Pumon, and saw at once that their hopes were 
dashed The West Cwm and the West Rongbuk Glacier were not connected 
with each other but separated by the steep frontier ridge Mallory wrote 

We reached the col at 5 00 a m , a fantasucally beautiful scene, and we 
looked across mto the West Cwm at last, tembly cold and forbidding under 
the shadow of Everest It was nearly an hour after sunrise before the sun hit 
the West Peak 

But another disappointment it is a big drop, about 1 ,500 feet down to the 
glacier, and a hopeless precipice I was hoping to get away to the left and 
traverse mto the cwm - that too, quite hopeless However, we have seen this 
western glacier and are not sorry we have not to go up it It is tembly steep 
and broken In any case, work on this side could only be earned out from a 
base m Nepal, so we have done with the western side It was not a very 
likely chance that the gap between Everest and the South Peak could be 
reached from the west From what we have seen now, I do not much fancy it 
would be possible, even could one get up the glacier 59 

Without any hope of reconnoitring the southern flanks of the mountain 
there was nothing they could do but withdraw from the Rongbuk area and 
move to Kharta over on the east, where Howard-Bury was setting up his second 
base camp Before they could do this, however, a runner brought Mallory the 
bad news about the spoiled photographs and he felt obhged to retake as many 
as possible He was bitter about the whole affair, as he wrote to his wife 

I have had a bitter blow All the photos taken up here with the 
quarter-plate — practically all I hat e taken - have gone wrong Apparcntlv I 
put the plates in the wrong way round I knew nothing about plates and 
followed instructions given me by Heron I have taken enormous trouble 
over these photos many of them were taken at sunnsc from places where 
neither I nor anyone else maj go again - for instance, those on our ascent of 
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Mount Kellas However, I’m determined to replace them as far as 
possible It will mean two days spent m the most tiresome fashion, when I 
thought all our work in those parts was done 60 

While Mallory was retaking his pictures, Bullock and some of the porters 
made a journey to the head of the mam Rongbuk Glacier where the broad col 
of the Lho La separates Tibet from Nepal Rising mists prevented a distant 
view, but Bullock could see that the Lho La, hke the col between Lingtren 
and Pumon which they had visited previously, provided no practical way into 
the West Cwm The descent was far too sheer He also had a good opportunity 
to look again at the North Col of Everest, and hke Mallory thought an ascent 
from the Rongbuk Glacier would be a difficult piece of climbing 

And so the exploration of Everest from the north and west was complete 
Mallory and Bullock had explored the Rongbuk Glacier system, had proved 
conclusively that there was no access to the south side of the mountain from 
Tibet, that Lhotse and Nuptse formed with Everest a distinctive cirque, that 
the North Col was accessible from the Rongbuk Glacier only with difficulty, 
and that the North Ridge and the North Face looked reasonable climbing 
routes 

Even Hinks, back m London, was satisfied with these results - Mrs Mallory 
passed on the letters from her husband - though he did have one quibble ‘He 
must not keep calling mountains by personal names like “Kellas” and “Clare” 
for they certainly will not be “allowed to suck” The idea is enough to make 
poor Kellas turn in his grave at Kampa Dzong ’ 61 


Despite all this splendid work, however, Mallory and Bullock had made one 
serious error. Facing their first camp on the Rongbuk Glacier was a stream 
which came tumbling down through a gap in the mountainside to disappear in 
a cave in the glacier Obviously another glacier must at one time have occupied 
the place of the stream, but it had now shrunk back out of sight behind the 
long north ndge of Changtse The two climbers had intended to investigate 
the stream to see where its glacier would lead them, but they had never got 
round to it, and in any case it seemed likely to be a dead-end, for did not the 
east ndgc of Changtse, seen from Rt-nng, cut off thts approach before Everest 
ssas reached* Actually t, dtdn t - but was Obver Wheeler, worktng on hts 
own with a few Shcrpas and lugging around his photograph, c survey 

Z;Tema.noCf:r Cd ‘ hat ^ *“ R0 " Bbuk <*« was the htghway 

- “r rtrs.'i-rts m,’ ■*— 

Howard-Burv had discovered the place bv u 1116 ArUn nVer ' 

riser ut search of an eastern base, and 'he eoSd h M, u 

idyllic spot. After the rigours of the Tibetan nlnr M1 , u ^ found a more 

t>etan plateau with its persistent winds 
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and barren landscape, Kharta was like the Garden of Eden - a real Tibetan 
Shangn La The climate was mild and fresh, the valley was green, trees and 
flowers abounded Here the expedition rested, in a house they had rented for 
about 1 Vip per day In the garden, lined with poplars and willows, they were 
able to pitch their tents, while the house itself served for photographic and 
survey purposes and as a general store room 
The river which came tumbling down the Kharta valley was obviously of 
glacial origin and Howard-Bury surmisecTthat it started life in the heart of the 
Chomolungma massif, possibly the East Face of Everest itself 
On 2 August, after four days of welcome relaxanon amongst the comforts of 
Kharta, Mallory and Bullock set off to explore the eastern approaches to 
Everest They had two principal objectives m mind first, to look at the East 
Face, which nobody had seen, but which they thought was unlikely to be 
climbable, and second, to see whether the eastern slopes of the North Col were 
easier than those above the Rongbuk Glacier They were hopeful that the 
Kharta valley would lead them directly to the North Col 
Their start was not auspicious The porters were giving trouble over radons 
and at every village m this fertile valley they stopped to drink chang, the local 
beer Mallory, who had gone on ahead, turned back to round up the 
recalcitrants, got himself lost, and what with this delay and that, they made 
only eight miles that day Both Mallory and Bullock thought this was a poor 
show, as their diaries record, though actually eight miles is qmte a reasonable 
trek in the high Himalaya 

On the next day the weather turned sour Where they had camped a small 
lateral valley entered the Kharta from the south and their Tibetan guide 
turned into this, leading them up to a col, the Langma La, at 18,000ft 
Mallory was worried by this He knew that Everest lay to the west, not the 
south, but the guide assured him this was the way to Chomolungma - indeed, 
he said, there were two Chomolungmas, and this was the way to both Mallory 
guessed that one of the so-called Chomolungmas might be Makalu, so he 
instructed the guide to lead them to the furthest one On the next day they 
turned into a large glacier-filled valley called the Kama, which flowed from the 
west, and camped above the true left bank on a grassy alp called Pethang 
Ringmo where yaks grazed and some Tibetans were encamped The clouds 
were down and all they could see of their surroundings were occasional 
glimpses of a big white peak which they took to be cither Makalu or Chomo 
Lonzo, immediately across the glacier from their camp 
Next morning the weather looked more hopeful and the two climbers went 
out on a preliminary reconnaissance up the Kama valley As they searched for 
a suitable vantage point the clouds began to shred sgainst the pinnacles and 
walls of the mountains and bit bv bit an amazing scene was rev ealed The head 
of the glacier, the Kangshung, opened out into a broad basin whose furthest 
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limits were seven or eight miles from their camp site, but such is the scale of 
Himalayan mountains, that this distance seemed nothing and the peaks 
appeared to tower almost near enough to touch All around them was a scene 
of incomparable grandeur Everest at the valley head, Lhotse Shar, Pethang- 
tse, Chomo Lonzo, Makalu - immense towers of rock and ice, four of them 
among the half dozen highest mountains m the world 62 Mallory wrote to his 
wife* 

/ 

Pm altogether beaten for words The whole range of peaks from Makalu 
to Everest far exceeds any mountain scenery that ever I saw before. 63 


They saw enough to convince themselves that this wonderful valley did not, 
alas, lead to the North Col As Mallory had surmised, they were on the wrong 
side of a watershed and the valley they sought was parallel with theirs to the 
north A plan was devised by which it was hoped to solve all the remaining 
mysteries, that is, access to the North Col, and fuller views of the East Face 
and North East Ridge 

On 6 August they made a camp higher up the Kangshung Glacier at 
17,500 ft The next day they set out to climb to a col on the northern rim of the 
Valley, the Karpo La, almost 20,000 ft high and not an easy climb Neverthe- 
less, despite the steep rocks, the climbers and Sherpas arrived at the col by 9 
a m Mallory wrote 

We had already by this hour taken time to observe the great Eastern Face 
of Mount Everest, and more particularly the lower edge of the hanging 
glacier; it required but little further gazing to be convinced - to know that 
almost everywhere the rocks below must be exposed to ice falling from the 
glacier, that if, elsewhere, it might be possible to climb up, the performance 
would be too arduous, would take too much time and would lead to no 
convement platform, that, in short, other men, less wise, might attempt this 
way if they would, but, emphatically, it was not for us 64 


So the East Face was out There remained the North East Ridge and the 
North Col Below them on the other side of their ndge they could see the 
Kharta Glacier, but whether this ice stream went to the North Col of Everest it 

T " 0t jr ble ” f ° r ’ “ ‘ ay “ the n « ht <<««. on , us head was 

obscured by a mountam spur To solve the problem ,t was necessary to go 

Immediately west of their col rose the peak of Kartse m wnw t, u 
Mallory determined to climb The angle did nor InnU r ’ wIuch 

up, by the East and South Faces was k °Z ^ but 1116 way 

happened, the first band went to’ a direct assault bwth^ AS * 

difficult and they had some exposed climhmp * t ec oud was more 

left and arrive below the 7 “ ° n ** 

one Everyone was exhausted and lay down 
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on the snow to rest, but not before they had looked at the great North East 
Ridge of Everest, now face on to them and only some three miles distant 
It presented a fearsome spectacle The crest was sharp and steep and the 
flanks seemed to offer no alternatives Mallory dismissed it out of hand, 
though Bullock wrote in his diary ‘ possible, but quite steep in places, and 
enormously long, and there are several gendarmes before the junction with the 
north buttress ,6S 

The approaches to the North Col, however, still proved elusive Mallory, 
full of energy, proposed that they should complete the ascent of Kartse in the 
hope of solving this one remaining problem, but the response was less than 
enthusiastic Almost everyone, including Bullock, was exhausted, and in the 
end only Mallory and a young Sherpa called Nyima made the top They were 
too late the clouds were boiling up, hiding the mountains, and they saw little 
that was of any use to them 

That evemng, as they returned to camp, Mallory felt disunctly ill For 
someone who, in his own words, ‘Never imagined for myself the smallest 
deviation from my uniform standard of health and strength’ it was something 
of a shock 

-I felt for the first time a symptom of weariness beyond muscular fangue 
and beyond the vague lassitude of mountain sickness By the time we 
reached the moraine I had a bad headache In the tent at last I was tired and 
shivering and there spent a fevered night 66 

He remained below par for almost another week, during which they 
retreated over the Langma La back to the Kharta valley, which they hoped 
would lead them towards the North Col of Everest 
On 13 August Mallory, sull unwell, waved goodbye to Bullock as the 
latter set out to explore the Kharta Glacier Mallory chafed at the inacuon and 
wondered whether, after all, the final solution to the problem would be 
Bullock’s alone 

A litdc way up from their camp the Kharta valley divided into northern and 
southern branches The southern branch was the one they had seen from the 
Karpo La a few days earlier and they guessed that it did not reach the North 
Col - they had seen enough of the intervening mountain ridges to make that 
fairly certain When Bullock set out therefore, he chose the northern arm of 
the glacier, up which he made good progress Within no tune at all, he realized 
it was not what he wanted and, though he stayed on another day to make 
doubly sure, he sent back a message on that first evening to Mallory 

Bullock had put two and two together, and made four His reasoning went 
something like this There must be a glacier descending from the North Col, 
that was self-evident Such a glacier must flow eastwards since it was on the 
east side of the Everest-Changtse ridge, yet the only eastward flowing glaciers 
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were the north and south branches of the Kharta, and the Kangshung Since it 
wasn’t any of those the only explanation possible was that the glacier from the 
North Col changed direction There was only one way it could do that — 
northwards, back to the Rongbuk Glacier 1 

When Mallory received the message he was dumbfounded He remembered 
the little stream opposite their camp at Rongbuk How could such a small 
stream dram what must be a fairly large glacier? He hardly beheved it 
possible, and a little later, when a map arrived from Howard-Bury showing 
Oliver Wheeler’s discovery of the East Rongbuk Glacier, he still didn’t beheve 
it 


He was in fact quite annoyed with the way things were gomg It was 
beginning to look as though he had made an enormous blunder and it made 
him more determined than ever to discover a way to the North Col from their 
present position In the account he wrote for the expedition book ( Mount 
Everest The Reconnaissance, 1921) he excuses himself for ignoring Wheeler’s 
map ‘It was, unfortunately, a very rough map, professedly nothing more, and 
was notably wrong in some respects about which we had accurate knowledge * 
It was the feeble excuse of a frustrated man 

Meanwhile, Morshead had arrived at the camp So, while Bullock was up 
the northern branch of the Kharta Glacier, Mallory, much recovered in 
health, accompanied Morshead a short way up the other branch A new idea 
occurred to him At the head of the glacier was an easy col, above which could 
be seen the top of Changste, dead ahead Suppose this easy col, later known as 
the Lhakpa La, could be crossed, would it not lead to the foot of Everest’s 
North CoP 


Bullock rejoined them but there were four days of frustrating delays before 
they could test the theory to the full, delays due to weather and movement of 
supplies, though they did manage to establish an advanced camp, which 
brought the Lhakpa La nearer They set out on 18 August The' gomg, 
through soft snow, proved arduous and they were almost glad when some 
crevasses forced them to climb rocks for a time before regaining the glacier A 
thin veil of mist danced around them as they trudged forwards and with the 
sun coming up, the glacier, as so often happens, was converted ’into a c, 77 i, nf r 
cauldron The final steep pull up to the col was sheer purgatory ‘One seemed 
literally at times to be walking in a white furnace,’ Maliorv wrm, r. n 7™ 

To Gcoffrej W.mhrop Young he confessed it was the b.ggest push he tad 
made on a mountain 1 c naa 


ever 


Before they reached the col, Morshead dropped out, totahv ^ 

,h= one Sheep, who accompamed then, - the mcomparaul Sin”' 

s,cp ,o thc ,op “ d “"«* 74= 

Thcv reached thc col at 1:15 p m and already the clouds were lowering 
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The whole ridge from Changtse to Everest, including the North Col, was 
hidden from view, but at least they could look down into the head come of the 
East Rongbuk Glacier From where they stood the descent to the glacier 
looked simple enough and they judged it to be 800 ft, though it turned out 
eventually to be half as much again The East Rongbuk itself did not seem a 
difficult crossing either, but the slopes up to the North Col on the far side 
remained an enigma They estimated that these slopes would be about 500 ft 
and steep - but that they would be chmbable ‘I was prepared, so to speak, to 
bet my bottom dollar that a way could be found, and resolved that before we 
turned homeward this year we must get up from the East,’ Mallory wrote 
later Having no worthwhile evidence for this view, he was simply playing a 
hunch 68 

The return to camp was a long wearisome affair, for poor Morshead was 
all-in and required frequent rests They staggered into their tents at 2 a m , 
ravenously ate a meal and thankfully crawled mto their sleeping bags an hour 
later 

The first stage of the reconnaissance was over 

When George Mallory returned to Kharta on 20 August he was m a 
self-satisfied state of mind His failure to discover the East Rongbuk Glacier 
had ruffled him, but now he had found a way mto it from the east, up the 
Kharta valley, he felt he had redeemed himself It was patently the way to 
approach the mountain - certainly for the present expedition, m any event, 
because the alternative was a long return round the mountain to Rongbuk 
monastery, which would waste valuable time It might even be the best way 
for future expediuons, because Kharta was a good base with plenty of food 
and fuel supplies, and Rongbuk was singularly deficient in both 
He regarded himself as having the ultimate responsibility for success or 
failure and he wrote to Wmthrop Young ‘The whole thing is on my shoulders 
- 1 can say this to you Bullock follows well and is safe, but you know what it 
means on a long exhausting effort to lead all the time 169 This was not quite 
true, for on the strenuous ascent of Lhakpa La they had shared the lead What 
was true is that Mallory was always the leader m the spiritual sense - he was 
the driving force which had dominated the reconnaissance, reinforced by his 
superb physical condition Bullock always admitted as much 
There is no doubt that Everest, and the idea of climbing Everest, had by 
now seized Mallory m a powerful grip For the first — and last — time m his life 
he had a true ambiuon 

Back m England Wmthrop Young had realized this quite early on and he 
wrote a warning to his young friend 

The result is nothing compared to the rightness of the attempt Keep it 
‘nght’, then, and let no desire for result spoil the effort by overstretching 
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the safe limits within which it must move . . Good fortune! and the 
‘resolution to return’, even against ambition' 70 

Mallory himself was almost frightened of the strange power which had 
gripped him To Young he wrote ‘Geoffrey, at what point am I going to stop^ 
I almost hope I shall be the first to give out 1 ’ 71 
On the last day of August 1921 Mallory and Bullock, impatient for the good 
weather they expected any day, were established once again in the Base Camp 
below the Kharta Glacier The time had arrived for the first assault on Mount 
Everest, and Mallory was not happy about it. 

He had every reason to feel qualms The unknowns, the imponderables, the 
crass ignorance with which the expedition had struggled were beginning to 
take then toll At this stage they were frankly pushing their luck, and Mallory 
sensed it 

A good maxim for a Himalayan expedition, and especially an Everest 
expedition, is to get m, get up and get out — and the quicker the better Man 
must acclimatize, certainly, but once that is achieved the longer the assault is 
delayed the more arduous it will be for those taking part There is a peak of 
acclimatization, after which the rundown is fairly rapid 
The Everest team of 1921 did not know this They had been at fairly high 
altitudes for three months and by the end of August they were a spent force 
Mallory wrote. 

I became more than ever observant of the party’s physical condition 
Three of our strongest coolies were ill others seemed to be tired more 
easily than they should be . Bullock, though he never complained, 
seemed no longer to be the fit man he was at the end of July. And for my 
part I began to experience a certain lack of exuberance when gomg up 
hill 72 

Never before had Europeans spent such a continuous penod of time at high 
altitude, and nothing was known or even suspected of the effects Little did 
they realize they had become a classic case of the law of diminishing returns 
They were not to blame for this, how could they know? Perhaps more 
blame might be laid at the door of those who had sent the expedition out over 
the monsoon period, thus ensuring that many days were wasted through bad 
weather. It is true that nobody knew what the weather would be like m T h* 
a country protected from the monsoon by the Himalayan barrier but E 1 ^ 
is part of that barrier and somebody should have had enough sense 
that the monsoon would spill over the mountains, affecting them nT* 
The expedition thought - in the vaguest terms - that the mnnc™„° n 3 .j. 
at the beginning of September, but they didn’t really know and iJlh ^ 
were disappointed They could have waited a little longer - but had the 
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that they would have been even worse off from the point of new of 
over acclimatization 

The organization of food and fuel was hopelessly inadequate everything 
was arranged on the spur of the moment, locally, and usually by their sirdars, 
or foremen porters, who cheated sahibs and fellow porters alike Later 
cxpediuons, who wisely paid their porters direct and not through the sirdars, 
discovered that the Tibetan porters were delighted to be paid at all - on the 
1921 expedition they had worked because the local headmen (or Jongpen) had 
told them to work, and the pay wluch Howard-Bury thought was theirs was 
lining the sirdars’ pockets Even had the poor Tibetans suspected anything 
they hardly dare complain they would not wish to annoy their Jongpen, and 
in any case they would not argue with a Nepali sirdar, the Tibetans were afraid 
of the people of Nepal, whom they associated with the ferocious Gurkhas 
The equipment, too, was amateurish Bullock earned a suitcase around 
with him, and in his diary he tells how one day the porters were put on to 
nailing boots, because some new clinker nails had amved from Base Camp, 
Mallory speaks on one occasion of choosing only the porters mth bools (they 
were already fairly high), but perhaps the most telling incident comes from 
Bullock’s diary ‘Having only brought one coat, which was wet, spent the 
evening in a sweater Luckily I had two ’ He was then at 20,000 ft! 73 
How could they hope to succeed? 

Mallory and Bullock sat it out in Advanced Base Camp for three weeks, 
waiting for the weather finally to clear From time to tame other members of 
the expedition joined them, and minor excursions were made m the locality 
One of those to come up was Raeburn, who had recovered from h is illness and 
returned from Sikkim ‘Raeburn,’ writes Mallory in his official account, 
‘whom we rejoice to see again ,74 But to Winthrop Young he wrote 

Raeburn turned up again a week ago looking extraordinarily old and 
grizzled and being no less old than he looks When he is not being a bore I 
feel moved to pity, but that is not often He takes no part luckily 75 

The weather finally cleared on 20 September, and at an early hour Mallory 
and Morshead set out with fifteen porters to establish a camp on the Lhakpa 
La, at 22,200 ft At first the going was good, but once they had cleared the 
icefall they found themselves in deep powder snow The porters were soon 
dropping from sheer exhaustion, but eventually eleven loads were hauled up 
to the col The rest were abandoned for the time being, 800 ft lower down 
Having established the camp they all retired to Advanced Camp, but not 
before Mallory had a clear view of the North Col and the ice slopes leading up 
to it from the East Rongbuk Glacier It looked even more severe than he had 
imagined - about a thousand feet high, steep and crevassed 

Mallory’s plan was to reach the North Col direct from their camp on the 
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Lhakpa La, which meant a descent of 1 ,200 ft, a gradual uphill trudge across 
two and a half miles of unknown glacier, and a final steep snow climb of a 
thousand feet or more - and all above 21,000 ft To do this Ins team would 
need to be fit and strong, so he chose Wheeler and Bullock to be his 
companions, with Wollaston, Morshead and Howard-Bury m reserve 
Raeburn was left in charge of the camp 
As the party climbed up the Lhakpa La again on the 22nd they were 
astonished to see giant footprints m the snow, which the porters immediately 
recogni 2 ed as those of Metohkangmi - the Abominable Snowman or Yeti 
Similar tracks had been reported in Sikkim m 1889, and were to be reported 
and photographed many times m later years 

Despite this distraction it was a very tired party that assembled on the col, 
and none of them were keen to go on ‘I observed no great sparkle of energy or 
enthusiasm among my companions,’ Mallory wrote later. 76 He was himself 
very tired and most of the Sherpas were suffering from varying degrees of 
mountain sickness 

That night they camped on the col m 34 degrees of frost and suffered 
miserably By dawn Wollaston and Howard-Bury had had enough, so 
Morshead volunteered to take them back to the Advanced Camp Similarly 
only rune Sherpas felt fit enough to continue, but ten were needed and so the 
number was made up by the unlucky loser of a straw poll among the rest 
The depleted climbing party — Mallory, Bullock and Wheeler, with their 
ten Sherpas - descended the Lhakpa La to the East Rongbuk Glacier, crossed 
the ice and began to toil up to the North Col Though they found the climbing 
technically much easier than they had expected, the altitude and their 
tiredness made it hard going and they were glad enough to make it a short day 
by pitching their tents at 22,000 ft The North Col lay above them, within 
striking distance next day. 

They had a meal of soup, cocoa and dried fruit, then settled m for the night 
The sky was clear, now the monsoon had gone, but for the first time they 
experienced that awful phenomenon of post-monsoon Everest, the violent 
wind It rattled and shook the tents all night, and there was little sleep to be 
had In the morning it was three tired climbers with three tired Sherpas who 
set out to reach the North Col y 


They started by movmg up to the nght on a eone of avalanche debns, then 
turned and made a long leftward sweep up to the col Two of the Sherrae An, 
Pasang and Lagay, made the trad, though the gorng wa^ * 

final slop^t, whtch proved rather steep and covered w.th deep soft snow They 
reached the col at 11 30 a m - a clnnb of four and a half hours 
The col they found to be in the form nf a u 

little higher than theirs This protected them fr 1 C ’ Wlth tJle far Slde a 
which was blowing, but they could see the cn u Strong wester ly w md 
violent fashion above them Pm 1 blown about in a 
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route from the Khumbu to the Kama valley, and this must have been it, for 
there are no other possibilities 

He identified Chamlang and was impressed by the cliffs of Kangchuntse 
(which he regarded as part of Makalu) Away to the east he could see 
Kangchenjunga, and in the west the upper part of Everest’s South West Face 
- ‘these appeared very steep,’ he wrote later, ‘and even if it were possible and 
permissible to go into Nepal, it seemed improbable that a practicable route lies 
up that face of the mountain ’ 80 It took fifty years to prove him wrong 
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Nothing illustrates better the thoroughness with which the 1921 expedition 
accomplished their reconnaissance than this last minor effort by the leader 
They had seen the mountain from every side, had identified a practicable 
route from the north, and had even looked into country which no Westerner 
would sec again until after the Second World War 
Yet back in London Hinks was not completely satisfied At the end of the 
expedition he wrote to Howard-Bury ‘What has happened to the big rock 
peak photographed by both Kellas and Sella North of Makalu? Has it 
fallen down since last December? And if not why is it not in your 
photographs?’ 1 He also passed on some of Mallory’s letters to Norman Collie 
with the remark, ‘There is no doubt about who thinks himself leader of the 
mountaineering party now ’ 2 

Howard-Bury was having his own moan With typical insensitivity on the 
part of the Committee, Bruce had been nominated as leader of the 1922 
expedition before Howard Bury’s party had left India, and Howard-Bury was 
naturally hurt by this, dunking that it branded his own efforts a failure He 
was also put out by Mallory and Bullock, who wanted to break their journey 
home - the former m Spam and the latter m Egypt - and return at the 
Committee’s expense 

Mallory himself was momentarily fed up with Everest He thought of the 
expedition as a defeat, because they hadn’t either climbed the mountain or 
made a serious attempt at it To his sister Avie he wrote 

They’ve had thoughts of organizing an expedinon for next year, but I’ve 
said it’s no use going out except early in the Spring, to climb before the 
monsoon They can’t possibly organize another show so soon, particularly 
as I’ve also said that it’s barely worth while trying again, and anyway not 
without eight first-rate climbers They can’t get eight, certainly not soon, 
perhaps not even the year after Hinks (Hon Sec ) already wants to know 
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immense A crowd was turned away from the Free Trade Hall, Manchester, 
which holds about 3,000 ’ I * * * * * * 8 

Meanwhile, -preparations went ahead for the assault of 1922 The Commit- 
tee had no doubts about finance, there being adequate reserves from the first 
expedition, 9 and there were the newspaper contracts to fall back on as well, no 
doubt to Hinks’s chagrin In addition, a film was to be made of the adventure 
and it was confidently expected this would bring in extra money to pay off any 
debts which might accrue 

If the 1921 team agreed about anything it was that the timing of any attempt 
on Everest was crucial They had been continually hampered by the monsoon 
and were of the opinion that Everest would be m condiuon only from about 
mid-May to mid-June the mlm period before the weather broke After the 
monsoon the winds were too high and the temperatures too low This crucial 
conclusion, though based on limited experience, was to dominate not only 
Everest climbing but expeditions m the eastern Himalaya generally for 
decades One corollary was immediately apparent to reach the mountain m 
time for the assault an expedition would have to cross the bitter uplands of 
Tibet m the aftermath of winter 

The team leader for 1922 was to be General Bruce, now freed from his 
military commitments and raring to go ‘If the council will have me, I’m your 
man Don’t think that I am possibly giving this job up,’ he told 
Younghusband 10 

His medical report (he was fifty-six) mentioned various scars due to 
accidents and bullet wounds (he had been seriously wounded at Gallipoli) and 
evidence of slight arteriosclerosis, though whether the doctors knew he also 
had occasional severe bouts of malaria is not revealed, and Bruce was not the 
man to enlighten them if it might jeopardize his chances The report 
concludes ‘The above table of defects rather suggests that this man is unfit, 
but summing up the whole case and taking into account the history and 
general physique of this man, I consider he is fit to join the expediuon ’ It 
needed a much braver doctor than that to turn down Charlie Bruce! 1 1 

Claude Wilson, a noted climber and doctor, was obviously a bit nomcd 
about him and wrote to him 

I hope you will keep fit, but I take it there will be some second in 

command of course, with all care, you might knock up like Raeburn did 

- though I don’t think you’ll die, like poor Kellas ’* 

Such glootnv news probably had no effect \\ hates er on the General He 

went through the expediuon, as he went through life itself, with a joke and a 

belly laugh whenever possible The serious minded Hmks, who was obuously 

afraid of him, was dmen to distraction 

Mallory had decided to go again, after all, despite the fact that the 

Committee chose six instead of the eight climbers he had urged as bang 
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necessary Once again they were a mixture of age and ‘youth’, and once again, 
coincidentally, the medical profession was well represented 

Second-in-command to Bruce was Lt Col E L Strutt, one-time High 
Commissioner in Danzig and a hero who had once rescued the Austrian royal 
family from a revolutionary mob He was a man cast in an autocratic mould 
inflexible in opinion, outspoken and totally unmoved b\ the changing times 
through which he lived A strong, sound mountaineer of the traditional type, 
Strutt was later condemned for his uncompromising hostility to modern 
climbing tactics being introduced by continental climbers m the Alps Mallory 
gives this picture of the man during the dreary walk across Tibet 

A usual and by now welcome sound in each new place is Strutt’s voice, 
cursing Tibet - this march for being more dreary and repulsive even than 
the one before, and this village being more filthy than any other Not that 
Strutt is precisely a grouse, but he likes to ease his feelings with maledic- 
tions and, I hope, feels better for it . B 


On Everest, Strutt nominally had charge of the Base Camp Bruce docs not 
seem to have liked him much, which is not surprising when one considers 
that two more opposite characters would be hard to imagine ‘It may possibly 
be that we are a litde too young for him,’ the General commented drily 14 Still, 
he held Strutt’s mountain judgement in high regard and later wished he had 
put him in command of the last attempt to reach the North Col 

George Finch was this time passed as being fit and it was expected that he 
and Mallory would team up together, possibly for the summit bid Finch was 
given to telling tall stones, suffering from stomach upsets and ‘living rough’ 
on expeditions ‘Cleans his teeth on 1 February,’ wrote Bruce, ‘and has a bath 
the same day if the water is very hot, otherwise puts it off until next year Six 
months’ course as a lama novice m a monastery would enable one to occupy a 
Whymper tent with him ,15 Technically, he was the best climber on the 
expediuon, but his Australian unorthodoxy did not go down well with the 
climbing establishment and he suffered as a result 16 

On the team also was Howard Somervell, a stocky Kendal man of thirty-two 
who was a surgeon m a London hospital He was one of those men whom the 
Gods have gifted a double first in Natural Science at Cambridge a talented 
arust and musician, and physically strong ‘Stands by himself ’ Bruce said 
tor, . cm - pacty for going day after da^ • Has only « 
according to the General was that he took size 22 m hats' 1 ' Mallory got along 
wtth him famously and the two men frequently discussed literature in them 

eVen read Shakespeare one another In Someiwelh 
» could recognize a man who was both intellectually and physluy h, 
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, me cUmbln S team was A W Wakefield, who 
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had begun climbing with the Abraham brothers of Keswick and had 
established the famous Lakeland fell record, m which a runner tries to cover 
as many Lakeland summits os possible within twenty four hours, and which is 
probably the most gruelling marathon in the world Wakefield's record of 
fifty-nine miles and 23,500 ft of ascent in twenty-two hours seven minutes was 
set in 1905 - a record which stood until 1920, when Eustace Thomas bettered 
it, with Wakefield as his pacer That same year Wakefield was with George 
Bower on the latter’s first ascent of Esk Buttress, and so in both stamina and 
climbing ability he seemed the right man for Everest, despite the fact that he 
was forty-six years old Yet he proved a failure he was unable to cope with 
high altitudes, though he did reach the North Col ‘A complete passenger,’ 
commented Bruce ‘Dear old thing for all that ,IS 
The sixth member of the climbing team was Major E F Norton, thirtv- 
cight years old and a grandson of Sir Alfred Wills, the man whose ascent of the 
Wettcrhom in 1854 had begun the Golden Age of Alpine climbing He was 
also distantly related to Mallory, but his experience of climbing appears to 
have been slight and the best that Younghusband could find to sa> of him in 
his Introducuon to the 1922 expedition volume was that he was well known in 
India for his skill and interest in pig sucking! Nevertheless, Norton was a 
determined man and turned out to be one of the best members of the team 
As doctor in-charge (there being two others in the climbing team) was Tom 
Longstaff, forty-seven jears old, and with more experience of Himalayan 
mountaineering than all the others put together He had attempted Nanda 
Devi East, Nanda Kot and Gurla Mandhata, and had ascended Tnsul 
(23,360ft), which was to remain the highest summit attained b> man until 
1930 He had discovered the Siachcn Glacier in the Karakorum, and his 
mountain |oumcys had taken him to the Caucasus, the Rockies, the Selkirks 
and the Arctic 

Though much the same age as Strutt and Wakefield, Longstaff had no wash 
to be regarded as a member of the climbing team, and, as he frankl) admitted 
in his autobiograph) , he joined the expedition purclv for selfish mom c-> 

I had no liking for all the hurlv burl> of a big c\j>ediiion, but die real 
inducement for me was that I should be able to revisit libel under the we't 
favourable conditions, personal!) conducted and relieved of all tl e ddhcult 
negotiations with Tibcian officials and the worry of obtaimnc mpp! cv and 
transport I would buv a decent ponv and enjov at Lmire ever) nonrot of 
tfie ioumc> Mom of the men who have tal cn put in t! e ''even! 1 veteu 
expeditions will admit that the) gut much no c p'casure treat live jpg eu,h 
through Tibet tlun the) did from tnnp to climb t! c reocnuin 14 

He cniuyed hts jourre), tfinuch be had no’birc l at til to spur c' t! <■ 
mountain 
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To experience all tins is worth the penalty of being condemned to tr> to 
climb the monster for monster it is, this relic of primordial chaos, the home 
of denis, not of gods 

Everest is a forbidding mountain It has no athlete’s grace of form but the 
brutal mass of the all-in wrestler, murderous and threatening. Technically, 
I cannot agree that it is an easy peak . 20 


In charge of the filming and photography on the expedition was Captain 
Noel - that same Noel who had penetrated Tibet m disguise m 1913 and 
whose lecture to the Royal Geographical Society had been the launching pad 
for the present expeditions Noel should have been on the 1921 reconnaissance 
but could not obtain leave from the Army m time and had requested the 
Committee to transfer him to the 1922 team Hardworking and eccentric, he 
seems to have got on with everyone and his entrepreneurial flair delighted 
Bruce Noel was a Roman Catholic and Bruce wrote ‘Stupor mundi St Noel 
of the Cameras Please approach the mountaineering Pope for bis 

beatification during lifetime ’ 21 

The size of the team, together with Noel’s filming equipment, made 
transport a much larger problem than w the previous year, and Bruce used 
this as an excuse to get into the team some men in India he thought might 
prove useful One of these was Cohn Crawford, thirty-two years old, an In dian 
Civil Servant who had climbed m Kashmir and had been with Raeburn on 
Kangchenjunga Crawford was to return to Everest man}' years later, but on 
this occasion he was not a success, as Bruce freely acknowledged to Hinks' 
‘Came as a transport officer at which he was entirely useless Very cheerful 
Does not stand great heights well I freely acknowledge this is my blob.’ 22 

The other two were Captains Geoffrey Bruce (the General’s nephew) and 
John Moms, both officers m the Gurkhas Five Gurkha soldiers accompanied 
the expedition, and of course General Bruce himself had been a Gurkha 
officer. Neither young Bruce nor Moms had any climbing experience and 
though both spoke the native language, which enabled them to talk to the 
porters, there is little doubt that the General was playing the Old Boy network 
for ah it was worth As it turned out, both men proved admirable choices 
Because the expedition was purely a climbing party this time the Survev of 
India were not sending a survey detachment as they had done m 1921 O h 
arrival m India, therefore, Bruce at once applied for the services of M* h d 
- not as a surveyor, but as a climber in his own right ‘A firs MOrshead 
absolutely unselfish Just the man for this son of exnedm™ * rate _S oer => 
his professional qualifications ,Z3 ’ irrespective of 

While he was negotiating this, Bruce received the unwelcome 

Government of India had nominated the geologist Heron to nCWS th&t tilC 

cxpediuon Heron had upset the Tibetan Government in ^ 

m by digging 
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holes in the ground, thereby releasing demons Back m London Hinks had 
received the brunt of these complaints and to Heron he wrote tersely 

I suppose you are the member of the party whose mining work has been 
objected to by the Tibetans, and has been the subject of an official letter to 
us It disturbed the demons which live m the ground and the Jonpens [local 
officials] were very much afraid of them breaking out 24 

The story, on the Tibetan side, grew with the telling Heron was accused of 
digging up precious stones, and later the same charge was levelled against the 
party as a whole In any case, poor Heron was cast m the role of the villain, 
and Bruce had no desire to be lumbered with a possible source of trouble, 
particularly since the man wasn’t a climber Bailey, who had replaced Bell as 
the Political Officer, didn’t want Heron to set foot m Tibet either, and in the 
end sufficient pressure was brought to bear to prevent him joining the 
expediuon ‘I have heard nothing officially,’ Heron wrote to Hinks, sadly, 
‘and all I can gather is that local Tibetans object to the demons and pestilences 
let loose by my efforts ,25 

But Morshead was allowed to go, as a climber, and Bruce’s team was now 
complete The bluff old General had really been quite adroit - with Morshead 
and Crawford, the climbing team now numbered eight, just as Mallory had 
said it should 26 

Because of the late arrival back m England of the 1921 party and the early 
departure of the 1922, the Committee had barely three months during 
which to make the necessary preparations Tents and other stores had been 
left m India by the first expedition, where repairs were being earned out, but 
there was still a great deal to be organized Farrar and Meade were in charge of 
equipment, and the clothing they recommended varied little from the normal 
mountain gear, except that a long leather waistcoat was thought useful for 
keeping out the wind They thoughtfully added that linings, if arty, should be 
wool This was scarcely adequate, and windproof smocks were later designed 
Finch, scientist, had made himself a jacket from balloon cloth, quilted with 
eiderdown - surely one of the first duvet jackets ever made, and nowadays a 
basic climbing garment for cold condiuons 27 Four lands of footwear were 
provided - ski boots (with as few nails as possible to avoid conduction!), felt 
boots with lambskin uppers of knee height, high moccasins from Canada, and 
finneshoes from Norway Cramjxms were made from dural 

Mindful of the awful food that had been the lot of the 1921 expediuon, and 
the sickness it had caused, Bruce was determined that his team would be 
properly fed, and he paid great attention to this throughout the expedition He 
also had a number of delicacies, such as tinned quail, included m the menu - a 
gourmet principle which was also followed on the 1924 expedition, and which 
was seized upon as bourgeois extravagance bj later critics Excesses there 
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undoubtedly were - champagne, for example - but the idea of adding 
delicacies to an otherwise stodgy menu and thereby tempting men to eat when 
they may not feel like it, which is often enough at high altitude, is not a bad 
one In fact a large expedition requires a different set of food values from a 
small lightweight party. The latter is usually in the field for a short time, 
whereas the former may be away for months, in which case a diet of yak beef, 
tsampa and potatoes becomes boringly monotonous and delicacies lift morale 
Post-war expeditions, particularly to Everest, have rediscovered this simple 
fact 

On the first expedition the cooks had been incompetent, but Bruce 
overcame this problem by taking the most likely candidates out into the hills 
around Darjeeling for a trial run, and selecting the four best In addition, 
Norton and Noel had their own servants, who were also good cooks If ever 
there was a mountaineering army that marched on its stomach, that army* was 
the 1922 Everest expedition In a letter home Bruce wrote ‘They all eat very 
nicely and daintily, about 7—8 lbs a day This simple ration seems to agree ,28 
Important though the gear and food were, the three months between 
expeditions was dominated by the vexed question of oxygen Almost nothing 
was known of high-altitude physiology, and the simple question bemg debated 
was whether Man could survive at 29,000 ft without some additional oxygen 
supply 

Oxygen was first used for Himalayan climbing as early as 1907, when A.L 
Mumm took some small cartridges prepared by Siebe, Gorman and Co to the 
Garhwal, on the Jubilee expedition of the Alpine Club which included Bruce 
and Longstaff The matter was treated more or less as a joke, and the first 
serious work was that in which Kellas was engaged at the time of his death No 
conclusive results had been obtained, and of course in the 1921 party there 
was nobody capable of carrying on Kellas’s work 
The question of oxygen had also been raised independently by Professor G 
Dreyer at Oxford, when Finch and P.J H. Unna had gone to see him over a 
problem with Primus flames at high altitude for the 1921 expedition Dreyer 
had done considerable work on oxygen lack at high altitudes for the R A F 
and he expressed strong views about its desirability on Everest ‘I do not think 

\ou will get up without,’ he told his visitors, ‘but if you do succeed you may 
not get down again ,29 

When this was reported to Farrar, he arranged to meet the professor and it 
was agreed that Finch should undergo a test in a decompression chamber In 

acjt n , nC ^ Slrn ^ e exerc ise simulating a rapid climbing pace carrying a 

c difference in his performance with and without oxygen were 

° , 3t t ^ 1C ^ ornrTutlee decided to use oxygen on the 1922 expedition 

and set aside £400 for this 

Kellas had been experimenting with two types of oxygen supply The first 


76 



Only Rotters Would Use Oxygen 

type was oxygen gas stored under pressure in steel cylinders and the second 
was a method of producing the gas from the chemical reaction on sodium 
peroxide in a device known as an Oxvhthe bag However, Kellas had not been 
able to go high enough to test his cylinders suitably, and in any case they were 
enormously heavy, outweighing any advantages given by the oxygen The 
problem with the Oxyhthe bags was that they could be used only when the 
climber was resting, and the idea that the oxygen would refresh him for his 
next burst of energy was obviously open to doubt 
In the event it was decided that the expedition should try both systems, but 
placing greater reliance on the cylinders This proved a wise decision - when 
the Oxyhthe bags were used at high altitude it was found that as well as oxygen 
they gave off particles of caustic soda, which were decidedly unpleasant 1 
The finished apparatus, designed by the Air Ministry along lines suggested 
by Professor Dreyer, consisted of a Bergen pack frame holding four steel 
bottles, tubes and regulator valves, and two different types of face mask A 
full botde of oxygen weighed 5 Va lb and the total weight of the apparatus with 
four full bottles was about 32 lb Ten sets were made, four of them spares 
The valves were regulated so as to supply enough oxygen to make any 
height equivalent to that of 15,000 ft - that is, a climber using it at 27,000ft 
would, from the breathing point of view, feel he was at 15,000 ft- a perfectly 
normal height at which experienced climbers would be expected to function 
well A great deal of care was taken to ensure that there was no interruption m 
the flow of gas when bottles were changed over, for it was Dreyer’s view that a 
man at alutude being fed on oxygen might die if the flow was to cease The 
climbers soon found that this was not true 
The two masks worked on different principles In the Economizer mask 
there were two valves which helped in storing the expired breath, because 
much of the oxygen breathed in while working at altitude is breathed out again 
without being used by the body, which was obviously wasteful This was to be 
the system generally used, but there was a snag in that the valves might freeze, 
so making the whole thin g useless To overcome this, a separate mask, the 
Standard - a flexible copper dome covered with chamois leather ‘easily bent to 
fit the face of the wearer’ - was supphed as a standby - there were no valves, 
control being exercised by biting or relaxing the end of the supply tube 
They had a good deal of trouble with the valves of the Economizer, even 
during the trials — poor old Wakefield was almost asphyxiated and would have 
been had not the mask been wrenched from his face 1 In fact, despite every 
precaution, the sets suffered considerable damage during transit and only 
three of the original ten functioned on the mountain 

Not all the team, or even all the Committee, were convinced of the need for 
oxygen Everyone agreed (even Professor Dreyer) that it wasn’t needed below 
23,000 ft, and some argued that it shouldn’t be used at all Two distinct 
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‘camps’ were formed — those for and against — and the verbal battle was at 
times acrimonious Of those who believed in the value of oxygen, Collie, 
Farrar, Finch and Somervell were the leaders, particularly Finch and Farrar - 
a fact which was to have serious repercussions m later years Of those against 
oxygen, Mallory, Longstaff and Hinks were leading lights The dispute drew 
Hinks and Mallory closer together and deepened the already considerable rift 
between Hinks and Farrar 

Of the trials, Hinks wrote to Bruce 

This afternoon we go to see a gas drill They have contrived a most 
wonderful apparatus which will make you die of laughing Pray see that a 
picture of Fmch m his patent climbing outfit with the gas apparatus is taken 
by the official photographer I would gladly put a little money on Mallory 
to go to 25,000 ft without the assistance of four cy finders and a mask 30 

Meanwhile Farrar was getting annoyed at the way in which Hinks was 
treating the oxygen question as something of a joke, particularly as he put his 
opinions into print' ‘I will say quite frankly that I do not like the somewhat 
satirical tone of your article [on oxygen] You will be seen as a doubter 
Longstaff, even, has now come round ’ 31 
Hinks replied 

I should be especially sorry if the oxygen outfit prevents them going as 
high as possible without it The instructions laid down by Dreyer say clearly 
that oxygen should be used continuously above 23,000 ft That I am 
convinced is all nonsense Wollaston agrees If some of the party do not go 
to 25,000ft without oxygen they will be rotters 32 


Mallory saw in oxygen a challenge to the human spirit and an attack by 
Science upon natural values * . we would do what we could to explode their 
damnable heresy,’ he said 33 

But the person most affected by the oxygen dispute was George Fmch As a 
professional scientist Fmch was made responsible for the oxygen equipment 
throughout the expedition, and he had been convinced of the need for it by 
Dreyer He could understand the viewpoint of those who said that the weight 
of the apparatus would more than offset the value of the oxygen - that was 
something which could only be determined by experiment on the mountain - 
but he had no umc for those who objected on aesthetic grounds, like Mallory 


• there c Y, sled anolher force oxygen antagonists, largely unscientific, 
^ “! S Cn ° Ugh t0 admU ^ oxygen mdeed > ^ve its uses, 

Cmn TJ 11 gr0llnd 11131 lts employment was unsporting and, 

The toC 0f '“S 0f anti-oxygemsts » 
' 3rd to follow, and is inconsistent with their adoption of other 
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scientific measures which render mountaineering less exacting to the human 
frame M 

The article by Hinks to which Farrar took exception also annoyed Finch, 
who claimed that it altered the whole aim of the expedition He wrote savagely 

Instead of the aim being to climb Mount Everest with every resource at 
our disposal, the opponents of oxygen had so successfully worked upon 
the minds of the members of the expedition as to induce them to entertain a 
fresh objective, namely to see how far they could climb without oxygen It 
were pleasant to think that the writer who could thus acclaim possible 
failure and, in advocating a new objective, destroy the singleness of purpose 
of the expedition, was not a mountaineer 35 

Hinks never forgave him 

In this preparation there was one factor that the Committee did not seem to 
have grasped, which is that the logistics of a large expedition are pyramidal 
the men and materials to be used in the actual assault depend upon an 
infrastructure of food and transport to get them there, and that as the assault 
team grows in men or materials, the base is broadened out of all proportion 
And this in rum affects the costs 

The 1922 expedition had not only more men but also filming gear and the 
oxygen apparatus to transport Small wonder then that they needed to employ 
forty Shcrpas, innumerable local porters and three hundred animals Small 
wonder too that the costs rose astronomically and Bruce was often short of 
money 

Hardly had the expedition set out than the General was writing to Hinks 
asking for money 

Please note I am doing my best for this expedition I have interviewed the 
Viceroy, I have preached to Boy Scouts and I have emptied the poes in a 
Dak bungalow This is the meaning of the term General They are cheap at 
home, but are more expensive out here Hurry up with that thousand (£) 
please! 36 

Three days later he doubled his request by cable to £2,000 

Farrar was appalled, and Hinks wrote back with malicious delight 

Farrar is very much shocked at the receipt of your telegram wanting 
£2,000 more and has been ur ging us to cable you to say you shan’t get any 
more 'We have referred him to the paragraph in your instructions urging all 
possible economy on you You know that Farrar is liable to go to extremes 
and that having loaded you up with enormously expensive Oxygen equip- 
ment, he is likely to be horrified at the second cost in transport 37 
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Rongbuk Each evening Finch insisted on an oxygen equipment drill (which 
probably went a long way to making it so unpopular) and Mallory complained 
of developing a ‘Finch complex’ 

It was a boring, tedious journey Only once was there an opportunity for 
adventure, and that was when Mallory, Somervell, Finch and Wakefield 
attempted to climb the peak of Sangkar Ri (20,490 ft) from their camp at 
Gyankia Nangpa But the mountain was too far away, Somervell had 
dysentery, and though he and Mallory got within 500 ft of the top, they 
retreated, tired and with headaches 

The expediuon reached the Rongbuk valley on 30 April The name means 
‘the valley of steep ravines’, and it is mdeed a most desolate place seldom free 
from the piercing wind coming off the mountain To the Tibetans it was a holy 
place at the entrance to the valley, opposite the village of Chobuk, was a large 
mam (or prayer) stone beyond which it was forbidden to kill any living 
creature, and five miles up the valley was the Rongbuk monastery, one of the 
most sacred places m Lama Buddhism 
The Rongbuk Lama, having completed the year of seclusion which had 
prevented him from meeting Mallory in 1921, received Bruce warmly The 
General was impressed, as were all who met this remarkable person ‘He was a 
large, well-made man of about sixty,’ wrote Bruce, ‘full of dignity, with a most 
intelligent and wise face and an extraordinarily attractive smile 140 On a later 
visit another member of the team, equally impressed, put it more succinctly 
‘Gee! that chap is either the holiest saint or the greatest actor on earth ’ 41 
The Lama inquired of Bruce his reasons for wishing to climb Chomolung- 
ma (the local name for Everest) and Bruce, astutely grasping the situation, 
realized that any conventional Western explanation would be useless Instead 
he drew upon the spiritual They came as pilgrims, he explained, for 
Chomolungma was the highest mountain in the world, and any man who 
reached the summit must necessarily be nearer Heaven The Lama could 
understand that He invited Bruce to partake of Tibetan tea, but the General, 
who hated the stuff, declined on the grounds that he had sworn not to touch 
butter until his pilgrimage was over 42 He also promised that no animals 
would be slaughtered in the valley, a rule which was rigorously enforced — 
even the animals destined to provide meat for the expediuon were butchered 
beyond the Chobuk mam stone and brought to Base Camp as carcasses 
Bruce also took the opportunity to quesuon the Lama about the yen, the 
tracks of which had been seen m 1921, and he was calmly informed that five 
yens lived m the upper reaches of the valley From other monks m the 
monastery, the expediuon learned that the yeus were much feared They were 
said to be man-like and covered m long hair Sometimes they raided villages, 
carrying off women, killing men and drinking the blood of yaks 43 
Bruce had hoped to establish Base Camp on the true right bank of the 
Rongbuk Glacier, near the entrance to the East Rongbuk valley, but the 
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Tibetan yak drivers wouldn’t have this and so the camp was made near the 
glacier snout On 4 May, Strutt, Longstaff, Norton and Morshead set off up 
the East Rongbuk Glacier to reconnoitre a good line and establish the 
intermediate camps necessary before the North Col could be attempted. 

In 1921, it will be remembered, Mallory and Bullock had found that m 
order to reconnoitre the West Rongbuk Glacier they had had to push out a 
senes of small camps, which they had called their advanced camps Later they 
had used the same system when approaching the North Col from the Kharta 
valley Tom Longstaff called this method the ‘polar method’, because that 
seems to have been its ongm, and it has been used by almost every Himalayan 
expedition since 


The reasons for domg this are simple At high altitude it is not possible for 
laden porters to carry for long distances, or make great gams in height Three 
to five miles of gradual glacier ascent, mcludmg at the most a gam m height of 
1,500 ft or 2,000 ft of climbing if there is little horizontal distance mvolved, is 
enough hard work for one day, and therefore depots or camps must be 
established at suitable intervals from Base Camp until one camp is placed near 
enough to the summit for two climbers to get there and back The higher 
camps tend to be smaller than the lower ones, naturally, and the final camp is 
likely to be a single small tent This is the typical pyramidal structure of an 
expedition the whole vast organization of men and materials narrows down to 
die point where there are just two climbers making a dash for the summit 

en and equipment flow up from Base Camp to the next camp and from there 
to e next, and so on Climbers and porters move up and down between 
camps in a perpetual shutde service 

On a large expedition there needs to be someone m charge of the lower 
camps to keep them functioning properly in 1922 Charlie Bruce himself acted 
ase Camp Manager (as it would now be called) assisted by Strutt, and his 
Gurkha N C O s looked after the camps on the East Rongbuk Glacier On this 
expedition, too, it became apparent that romantic names for the different 
camps would be too cumbersome and they were numbered instead - Camp I 
Camp II and so on, indicating their position away from Base Camp This 
system has been adopted ever since 

Though Wheeler had visited the lower reaches of the glacier in 1921 and 
Mallory’s team had entered its head over the Lhakpa La, nobody had 
previously travelled the entire length of the East Rongbuk This Strutt 
accomplished Camp I was established at 17,800 ft near the snout of the elacmr 
and about three miles from Base Camp and Camp II at 19 800 ft o .n 
and a half m „ K „„ A, ,h,s pornt glac,=r became dZih h,, f 
panictucs large pinnacles of ice sprouting from the surface like sharker 
- which forced the oplorers onto the true left bank”ch t^e * rb 
discovered a deep trough through the remaining pinnacles to the smoothed 
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glacier bejond The ice here was incredibly hard and polished like a skating 
nnh, so that, despite its easy angle, crampons were essential Camp III was 
established at 21,000 ft, three and a half miles beyond Camp II, in the great 
glacier bowl which is the head of the East Rongbuk 
Strutt returned from his reconnaissance on 9 May, but already the task of 
stocking the camps he had established was in hand Young Bruce and Moms, 
as transport officers, had this tiresome job - made more onerous by the 
ever-changing number of porters atailable at any one time Porters came and 
went as the mood took them ‘We never knew whether we should have three 
or four men working, or thirty,’ the General recorded M Despite this, the 
camps were sufficiently stocked by the 10th for Mallory and Somervell to leave 
Base Camp in order to establish a camp on the North Col, and to make an 
attempt on the mountain - without oxygen 
Despite Finch’s persistent oxygen drills - or because of them - none of the 
climbing party believed in the apparatus ‘By the time we reached Base 
Camp,’ Finch wrote, ‘I found myself almost alone m my faith m oxygen ’ 
Much of the apparatus did not function properly, anyway 
Though Mallory may have been secredy pleased that the first attempt was to 
be without oxygen, there was actually no alternative, because the scarcity of 
porters made the carrying of the extra oxygen botdes impracticable at this 
stage 

Mallory and Somervell arrived at the site selected for Camp III by Strutt 
and set about establishing it properly It was to be an important camp - the 
springboard for the climb up to the North Col - and therefore needed to be 
relauvely comfortable At Camp I Geoffrey Bruce had had the bright idea of 
building rough huts from the detritus of the glacier, and this was copied at 
Camp III - a cookhouse was erected, and some stone walls behind which the 
climbers could shelter as they ate their meals A permanent cook, with the 
disconcerting name of Pou, was installed and shown how to use the Primus 
‘We had never again to begrime our hands with paraffin and soot,’ commented 
the fastidious Mallory 46 

On the morning of 13 May, the two climbers, together with the porter 
Dasno, reconnoitred a way to the North Col The climb was not particularly 
difficult, but they had to keep in mind all the time that it was to be used 
continuously by laden porters and therefore needed to be as simple and safe as 
possible Many years later the same considerations were to apply on the 
opposite side of the mountain, when climbers had the problem of forcing a 
safe route through the Khumbu Icefall, the mauvais pas for pre-war expcdi- 
uons was the climb to the North Col 

Ice or snow climbs are seldom the same from one year to the next, and 
Mallory could see that the route he had followed in 1921 was no longer 
feasible Nevertheless, there was a ramp of sorts, though it was guarded by a 
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steep slope of ice Here fortune smiled on them - the ice was fissured by a 
crack, the edges of which gave them a virtual stairway to the ramp On the 
ascent they protected the route with fixed ropes attached to the snow by 
wooden stakes - these were to act as handrails for the porters. The 
sophisticated use made of fixed ropes today with all the paraphernalia of jumar 
clamps and harnesses had not been dreamed of 
Though Mallory and Somervell made good progress, one thing bothered 
them On a slope where there was so much ice m evidence, they might have 
expected any snow that was lying to be firm and crisp, but instead it was 
crusted — a thin, hard shell which cracked easily and revealed unstable powder 
snow beneath Nevertheless, as is so often the case with climbers when the 

way ahead appears clear, they ignored this seemingly minor imperfection It 
was to cost them dear. 


ventually all three reached the shelf on the col — where, as in 1921, there 
were two tiers However, they had not arrived at the lowest point of the col 
an so, leaving Dasno to recuperate, Mallory and Somervell explored further 
an soon discovered that access to the lowest point was barred by a great 
jevasse allory had met this the previous year, but then it had been easily 

thouEht ei f if° W U yawnec * W1( ^ er and was a formidable obstacle They 
might h° C ffi mg 3 * a< ^ er fr° m Base Camp, but weren’t sure that even that 
England^ C1Cnt <U seeme d rather a long way to have come from 
wrote later 47 ^ Verest ’ t0 Be stopped by an obstacle like this,’ Mallory 
their way f ventUa %, by a considerable detour, they managed to work 
which thev° Un cou ^ see diat 311 approach to the North Ridge, by 

the lr-rW m ^ ant to attack the mountain, was quite feasible Leaving a tent at 
R 1 ’ * ey KUred * Ca “P 111 

° X yg eri at Base Camp, the porter situation was improving and even the 
set out fm'* n ginning t0 move to the intermediate camps On 16 May, Fmch 

T-od™ah“7fH ,heUSt ° f,heC “ 

a large press f 01 WCre ^ trutt ’ Morshead, Norton and Crawford with 
su Pphcs for th° M 0rtCrS amve d at Camp III on the 15th, fetching 

vent down ° ° rt ^ ^ Crawford, who was feeling the effects of altitude, 
leaving the odf 3111 !, 3 ^ 11051 unme ^ iate ly with the now unburdened porters, 
rest on the 16^ 1 ^ C ^ lm B ers 2 nd eight Sherpas at Camp III After a day of 
- already the cfa < * CCl< ^ ec * to ma ke an immediate attack on the mountain 
the small amoum* f Were up over Nepal and they were concerned at 

On the 17th the° remainin 2 before the onset of the monsoon 
and Somervell m * egan ^ first ° f two cames U P t0 die North Col Mallory 
altitude gruellmp 30 ^.^^ 6 f * rst day we b enough, but the others found the 
bloody cinema w* 3 p trutt> as be reached the_col, exclaimed ‘I wish that 
immortalized f n r v™ Y * look an ydung like what I feel, I ought to be 
^ f ° r ' hc Bnush P“W.c •« But the next day, on the second carty. 
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they all felt fitter The North Col camp - Camp IV - was properly established 
five small green tents to hold four climbers and nine Sherpas Strutt, who had 
never intended to go beyond the col, returned to Camp III with a porter, 
whom he later despatched to Base with the heartening news that a camp had 
been established on the North Col Mallory, Somervell, Norton and Morshead 
were ready for the first assault on Mount Everest 

The camp was set on the curious ledge which was such a feature of the col, 
protected from the prevailing west wind by the rampart of ice which formed 
the second tier The tent doors were set facmg inwards, towards the ramparts, 
' and that night the climbers lay with their heads towards the open doors, each 
no doubt thinking what the morrow might bring, until exhaustion brought 
welcome sledp 

At 23,000 ft the North Col was the highest that Man had ever camped 
High-alutude camping was something which the climbers had to develop as 
they went along there were no precedents, and they could learn only from 
their mistakes They had quickly discovered that certain foods, like ham or 
pea soup, appealed to their appetites, while others did not They had unwisely 
opted to bring the slow-burning alcohol and meta fuel cookers, leaving the 
hated but more efficient Primuses at Camp III, and now they discovered how 
long it took to make water from snow at altitude, and how difficult it was to 
make tea when the water boiled at tepid temperatures That first morning, 
too, they found their breakfast - tins of Heinz spaghetti m tomato sauce - 
frozen solid and realized they should have put the tins inside their sleeping 
bags to keep warm 

On the face of it such trivialities may appear to be of no account, but both 
physically and psychologically they added to the difficulties of the expedition 
It must never be forgotten that these Everest pioneers had not simply to climb 
a mountain - they also had to overcome an immense bamer of ignorance 
There were no precedents of any great worth, no deep fund of high altitude 
knowledge upon which they could draw Everything - even the opening of a 
can - was a new experience 

Their ignorance was so profound that for much of the time they were not 
even aware of it When they set out on the first assault, at 7 30 a m on 20 
May, the plan that Mallory had devised had failure built mto it, though 
nobody was aware of the fact Mallory’s plan was simply to establish a light 
camp at 26,000 ft and from there make a summit dash on the next day This 
meant the laden Sherpas climbing a height of 3,000ft, then descending to the 
col again in one day, and the climbers on the following day doing a similar 
return journey to the summit from the new camp Even with oxygen this 
would have been a tremendous performance at those alutudes Without 
oxygen, there was not the slightest hope of success 49 

Who knows what effect the frozen cans of spaghetti, which delayed their 


85 



Chapter 3 

departure, had on the fates of the four climbers? Had they left earlier they 
might well have pitched Camp V higher, and had they done that it is doubtful 
whether any of them would have returned from that fateful first assault 
Mallory’s plan had allowed for the nine Sherpas to share four 201b. loads 
between them, relieving one another in turn, but on the morning of the 20th 
five of the Sherpas were suffering from altitude sickness and could take no 
part in the assault This left just the four climbers - Mallory, Somervell, 
Norton and Morshead — and four porters 
From the North Col they could see more clearly the nature of the task 
ahead The North Ridge rose up, not too steeply, to a junction with the North 
East Ridge, which would then be followed to the summit On the left of the 
North Ridge, the face fell away steeply to the East Rongbuk Glacier, on the 
right of the ndge, the North Face of the mo untain fell away rather less steeply 
, t0 mam F° n gbuk Glacier The North Face was a curious phenomenon on 
sue a high mountain, for it was comprised of downward-sloping slabs, largely 
enuded of snow Where the slabs came up to meet the snow of the ndge 
ltSe 5 t * lcre Was a virtual parapet of stones - a 1,500 ft staircase, technically 
chmb° C ^ Un ^ > a * ower mountain it would hardly have been classed as a 
m at all, the technique involved was merely that of placing one foot in 

front of the other 

and^ eV h rt ^ e ^ eSS} men were ropec * together A lack of oxygen dulls the brain 
place for USt i° n m ^ 6S ^ or careles sness Easy it may have been, but it was no 

olothin^^M^ 311 ^ mS1Stently c °ltl? forcing the climbers to put on more 
sent o rsll ead simply put his scarf on A slight accident with the rope 

unperturbed S rUC ^ Sac ^ bounding down to the glacier, but he seemed 
should he n ^° Ut lt: anc * the others promised to lend him spare clothing 

they weref" 3nCCd * ^ Urt her and the wind grew perceptibly stronger, until 

cloud and /^ emse l ves against a gale The sun had disappeared behind a 
could all f * C ° , Was mtense Morshead donned a sledging suit, and they 
Mallory r ° °° ^ mppmg their toes 311(1 fingers 

Abandoning th^ were to sunave they had to get out of the wmd 

the ndge, staircase, he cut steps up the snow towards the crest of 

led his party t supreme effort of will m the thin atmosphere At last he 
Practically exhau S h ° n ^ 3ee slc * e t ^ ie ncl S e - but the effort had 
had clunbed 2 OOnf ^ 1S ceroid showed they were at 25,000 ft They 
an d a couple of tt> * ^ ** ^ ac3 ta ^ en them three and a half hours Morshead 
hurlj evident that' ! P ° ners were laggm S behind and came up later 
of them ° further that day would have been suici 

8g * f ° Urid thCmSdVeS on a senes of broken ledges, which, though out of 
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the wind, offered too little room for a couple of tents There did not seem to be 
much better chance higher up, so they resolved only to advance far enough to 
find the first possible spot that might accommodate them At about 2pm 
Somervell found a place for one tent, though it needed some work to make it 
habitable, and a little later Mallory and Norton found an even less congenial 
place, which would hate to suffice for the second tent The porters were sent 
down to Camp IV, a meal was prepared and eaten, and the climbers tumbled 
mto their two man sleepmg bags for an uncomfortable night’s rest They were 
actually camping higher than Man had ever been before 
It snowed a httle in the night and in the early morning a pall of mist 
overhung the ridge, shutting the tents off from the world At 6 30 a m , 
however, the mist lifted and the day ahead seemed fair The climbers were not 
in good shape fingers, toes and ears had been frostbitten during the gruelling 
previous day, and even before they started on this second morning another 
rucksack went tumbling over the edge Fortunately it lodged about a hundred 
feet down the slope and Morshead recovered it Mallory silently feared he 
could not go on 

I hadn’t the power to lift my weight repeatedly step after step And yet 
from experience I knew that I should go on for a time at all events, 
something would set the machinery going 50 

They roped up, Norton with Mallory, Morshead with Somervell, and began 
climbing at 8 an Hardly had they gone more than a few steps when 
Morshead halted ‘I think I won’t come with you any further,’ he said ‘I know 
I should only keep you back ,sl So Somervell attached himself to Norton’s 
rope and Morshead returned to the tent 

They climbed for spells of twenty or thirty minutes, very slowly, drawing 
deep breaths, then halting for five minutes to recover Their rate of progress was 
400ft an hour, di minishin g as time went on, and they knew from the outset 
that they were only making a gesture The summit was not to be theirs that 
day, and they were not interested m anything less - not even m reaching the 
North East Ridge They plodded up, wrapped m a numbness compounded of 
physical hardship and psychological defeat 
Mallory later attributed their defeat to the weather, which had delayed their 
start by two hours, but of course he was wrong Even had they started at 2 30 
a m it is doubtful whether they would have got to the summit and returned 
safely 'We were prepared to leave it to braver men to climb Mount Everest by 
night,’ he wrote laconically 52 Almost forty years later that is exaedy what the 
Chinese did, on this very ridge 

They agreed to turn back at 2 30 p m , and when at 2 15 p m they came 
upon a piece of easier terrain they used it to rest for fifteen minutes before 
their return Their aneroid showed they had reached a height of 26,800 ft — 
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well above most of the surrounding peaks such as Changtsc, Pumori or 
Gyachung Kang Only Cho Oyu seemed to match them for height. No 
climbers had ever reached such a height before 
Yet, such was the scale of Everest, they hadn’t even reached the junction 
with the North East Ridge, they estimated it was still 400ft above them, 
another four or more hours of climbing 
They began the descent, Mallory in front, Norton second, and the 
imperturbable Somervell last as anchor man Thinking to find a better way 
down, Mallory chose a new line and almost at once they were in trouble and 
had to struggle back to their old route They reached their tents at 4 p m —a 
descent of 2,000 ft m one and a half hours 
Earlier m the day they had made up their minds that another night’s camp 
on the uncomfortable ledges was to be avoided if possible, and since there 
were three hours of daylight left and the North Col was only 2,000 ft below, 
drey decided to push on They knew’ that at lesser altitudes a descent of 
,000 ft on terrain like the North Ridge takes about an hour, and they 
reckoned that they had plenty of time in reserve Subconsciously, too, they 
0U Jf * at •_ descending would make them stronger because the air was less 
imagined ° ^ ^ ^ ^ Were mucb nca rer to exhaustion than they 

rest ^Particular was far from being fit for the descent Despite his 

him rhp hr ft t W8S WGa! ’ and su ff e nng badly from frostbite To protect 

and as hqi.JTq ey made 3 smgle ro P e °f four Mallory, Norton, Morshead 

charmed nl r 0n f7f m rear t0 P rotect rh e party Sometimes Norton 

Mallorv mi! CS MaU0ry t0 Share tbe step cuttm g> but for die most part 
manory remained in the lead 

thevh !J e ' Sh ^ n ° W t ^ le P revious rught had obliterated the tracks and steps 
jit 3 made on the wa y up, and route-finding proved difficult It seems 

denrLi 3t ^ t0 ° k t0 ° low a 1x1165 but m “y 0356 die descent proved 
y more awkward than they had expected 

Slipned' w 5 *n y I™ T™ 5 head ° f 3 lons coul “ r > Morshead 

atep ,LX™ iw' T “ * e 3Ct 0f mov “S fro™ one snow 

was erted off TT' “1 ' ™ S ^ ™“™os He 

and before he could take effective acuon he too Jas^ed omTh 
a matter of seconds the three men were shdJ JZT T ° f! ? StepS In 
towards the glacter, 3,000 ft below ™ S Pdly down **“ coulou ' 

t h‘ he “"J ^ behind turn 

thrust his arte deep^ “ '? PP “ ed Ato “' % reflex action he 

three victims, Somer^U at Z « tX 1,1 f Of the 
probably the others were too, which was ,Jas 
88 


Only Rotters Would Use Oxygen 

Mallory’s belay would have held the weight of three bodies sliding at full 
speed down the slope As it was, the strain was minimized and Mallory held 
his companions He undoubtedly saved all their lives 
Though no one had been injured, they were all much shaken by the incident 
and their descent became slower than ever Even so they were not greatly 
concerned - the North Col was now only a short distance away and there was 
still an hour of daylight left 

Unfortunately, Morshead’s deterioration became more marked He could 
move only a few paces at a time and the intervals of rest in between became 
longer His critical faculties became irrational he wanted to glissade down 
snow patches where the only safe method was to cut laborious steps Every 
persuasion had to be employed to keep him moving, and wherever possible 
Norton physically supported him 

The daylight faded Away to the west grey clouds piled up and ligh tnin g 
flickered At least they were fortunate in one respect - there was no wind 
blowing to add to their misery 

Eventually they found their stone staircase of the ascent, and with this to 
guide them there was no chance of losing their way It took them down to the 
col, where Somervell lighted his candle lantern m order that they could 
navigate in the dark amongst the dangerous crevasses which lurked there 
They were now only some two hundred yards from their tents - but two 
' hundred yards of tricky ice which called for special care from tired men 

It took longer than they had imagined Casting this way and that to find the 
right route it seemed ages before they came across a place they clearly 
recognized - a fifteen-foot wall, which they had to jump down For Morshead 
this was impossible, and his companions lowered him down on the rope As 
for the others, each was glad to land safely m the soft snow, though in some 
ways too tired to care much 

Now there was only one final steep snow slope between them and the tents, 
and they were thankful that they had taken the precauuon of fixing a rope 
down it when they first set up the camp on the North Col All they had to do 
was let the rope guide them back to the tents but at that ipoment then- 
candle burned out, and in the darkness they couldn’t find the rope, which was 
buned m the snow There was nothing for it but to descend the slope as best 
they could, cautiously, haltingly, fearful of a slip Then, suddenly, the rope 
was found — someone had unwittingly caught it and dragged it from the snow 
- and with us help they made a rapid descent to the camp They crawled into 
the tents at 11 30pm It had taken them seven and a half hours to descend the 
final 2,000 ft. 

The four climbers were frostbitten, desperately tired, hungry and thirsty 
Thirst above all was their demon and they couldn’t even swallow a biscuit 
until their parched throats were slaked But when they came to melt the snow 
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for a brew they made a shattering discovery - there were no pans By mistake, 
the Sherpas had taken all the cooking utensils back to Camp III' In 
desperation Norton concocted a form of ice cream from Ideal milk and 
•strawberry' jam mixed with snow They guzzled it gratefully — with the result 
that it gave them agonies of stomach cramp during the night 

On the following morning, still tired, they began their descent of the North 
Col to Camp III The fresh snow had obliterated their earlier tracks so that 
they were forced to fashion new steps - and fashion them carefully, for 
unguarded porters would have to climb the col to bring down the items of 
personal gear, such as sleepmg bags, which the four climbers had left behind 
Once near the camp, however, discipline gave w r ay to a mad rush for 
refreshment and Mallory was pulled out of his steps, tumbling down the last 
few feet of the snow slope Much to his chagrin who should be standing there 
to record his tumble on film but the arch-oxygen fiend himself, a grinning 
George Finch 

Fmch and Geoffrey Bruce were on their way up to the North Col with a 
troop of porters, carrying oxygen sets. 

Meanwhile the four returning climbers staggered on towards Camp III 
Wakefield met them, shepherding them home, then Strutt and Morns Noel 
filmed them All they wanted was tea lots and lots of tea Somervell alone 
drank seventeen mugsful . 

It had been an outstanding performance They had climbed higher than 
anyone before them, and had returned from the brink of disaster. 

As Mallory s team swallowed tea by the gallon, Fmch and young Bruce 
were plodding slowly up to the North Col As the General remarked at the 
le, the gas offensive had begun 53 
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At Base Camp, Finch had not been too happy with the oxygen apparatus 
Pans had been damaged m transit, but the most serious fault was m the face 
masks, whose valves were so suff they made breathing difficult Fortunately 
Fmch had foreseen this problem and had brought with him from Darjeeling 
some glass T-pieces and toy football bladders with which he made some 
simple but radical alterauons He fitted a bladder onto a T-piece and inserted 
this into the rubber mouth tube When the wearer breathed m he received 
oxygen mixed with atmospheric air, when he breathed out, he bit the end of 
the tube so the oxygen filled the bladder instead On breathing in again, the 
bladder deflated, supplying the man with oxygen It proved very effective 

For four days Fmch and Geoffrey Bruce, who had become close allies, 
worked at repairing the sets The work had to be done in the open, with the 
ever-present Rongbuk wmd producing zero temperatures and making the job 
a nightmare Sometimes, when the sun did not shine, the temperature 
dropjjed so low that the tools were too cold to handle 

When the work was completed the two men went up to Camp III to give 
the sets some final trials Climbing up to a 21,000-ft col they easily outpaced 
Strutt and Wakefield, who were without oxygen 

The ascent to the North Col on 22 May, when they met Mallory’s party 
coming down, was the final tnal of the redesigned sets Three climbers wore 
them Fmch himself, Geoffrey Bruce and the Gurkha Tejbir The results were 
remarkable - three hours to clim b to the North Col from Camp III and only 
fifty minutes to return! And, as Fmch proudly pointed out, with tune to take 
thirty six photographs on the way 

Two days later the same party, along with John Noel, once more climbed 
up to the col, this time for an assault on the mountain They wore oxygen sets 
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and consequently found the ascent easy, though no doubt the performance 
was looked on askance by the anti-oxygen faction, who maintained that 1 
oxygen was needed at all (and Mallory, for one, thought it wasn’t) it was only 
required above 25,000 or 26,000 ft But Finch and young Bruce were quite 
content to be called rotters if it meant the difference between success and 
failure In fact, quite unconsciously, Finch had hit upon a fundamental truth 
- that oxygen should be used from a relatively low altitude if it was to do any 
good There was nothing to be gamed from exhausting oneself on the lower 
slopes, then expecting oxygen to work miracles higher up 
It was hardly a party of pukka sahibs who now found themselves together 
on the mountain First there was Finch himself ex-colonial, an unorthodox 
but brilliant climber whose constitution had not proved too robust and who 
was distrusted by the establishment Whereas Mallory and Somervell had read 
Shakespeare to one another m their tent, Fmch tended to be a raconteur of tall 
stones Then there was Geoffrey Bruce, a splendidly fit Gurkha officer, 
brought along to help with transport and now, with no previous mountaineer- 
ing expenence at all, cheerfully attempting the world’s highest mountam 
Accompanying his officer was Lance-naik Tejbir Bura of the 6th Gurkhas, 
accepting his position as an equal of the ‘sahibs’, as the Gurkhas had always 
done on such occasions, m the tradition of men such as Harkabir, Karbir and 
Raghobir who had climbed with Conway and Mummery And finally, though 
going no further than the North Col, was ‘St Noel of the Cameras’ — John 
Noel Was ever such a diverse party to make an assault on Everest again' 1 
None of them had ever camped so high before They spent a sleepless night 
on the col, and next day felt tired and listless ‘We all sat about m the snow m a 
sort of dazed condition, incapable of action,’ wrote Noel ‘I felt overcome by a 
sort of mental coma Finch felt the same, and so did Bruce 
Then Noel had the idea of taking a few whiffs of oxygen and felt 

wonderfully revived So did Fmch - and it gave him an idea which was later to 
save their lives 


At 8 a m twelve porters were sent off up the ndge carrying oxygen bottles 
and camping gear An hour and a half later - very late for such an undertaking 
- Fmch, Bruce and Tejbir, wearing oxygen sets, set off m pursuit Each 
climber carried a 30-lb rucksack - more than the porters were carrying - yet 

caught up with them at 24,500 ft ‘The English air’, as the Sherpas called it, 
was proving its worth 

. f n ° n ‘ y ‘ f! " ™ c °’ cl ° ck lhe ' vmd freshened and it began to snow Though 
■he, had only reached 25,500ft - 500ft short of then ob)ecttve - Fmch 

mak ' “V” ordcr that thE P ortera > ^ *>5 time an hour behrnd, 
would hare a chance of retummgto the col The climbers levelled out a patch 

sufficient for a tent on the eery crest of the ndge and prepared to spend an 
uncomfortable night 
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In the darkness the wind rose in fury, threatening to hurl the little tent off 
the ridge The canvas slapped and cracked like continuous gunfire and from 
time to time the whole camp and its occupants would be lifted clear of the 
ground, only to be dumped down again as the gusts rose and fell Sleep was 
impossible From time to time one of the men would crawl out mto the teeth 
of the gale to check that the guy lines were secure For the rest of the time they 
held on grimly to the tent doors, for the fastenings had broken and once the 
wind got mto the tent itself nothing on earth would prevent it flying off the 
mountain and the climbers with it 

Even with the coming of daylight the storm did not abate They managed to 
anchor the tent more securely, using a climbing rope, but, to add to their 
womes, a flying stone had cut a hole in the windward canvas 
As morning wore on the wind began to moderate slowly and by one o’clock 
had reduced to a stiff breeze Desperately tired and already short of rations 
Finch and his men were at last given a chance to retreat to the North Col and 
safety They didn’t take it mstead, they decided to sit it out for another night 
in the hope that things might improve 
To while away the tune and assuage the pangs of hunger they found comfort 
in cigarettes - Finch had a theory that smoking made breathing easier at high 
altitudes 2 

At 6 p m , as they were settling down to their second night, half a dozen 
porters arrived from the North Col bearing welcome flasks of tea and beef tea, 
sent up by the thoughtful John Noel All six of the Sherpas were volunteers 
for the arduous journey, and of course they went down again immediately 
Despite this succour the three men suffered great hardship For over 
thirty-six hours they had had totally inadequate sleep or food and, as they 
faced the second night m their lonely camp, the air temperature plummeted 
and they became rigid with cold Finch could feel his limbs gomg numb and 
knew it meant the onset of frostbite He could see that his nvo companions 
were haggard - Bruce m fact looked desperately ill - and he became worried 
Had they overstepped the mark - gone beyond the limn of human endurance? 
Suddenly, he remembered how oxygen had revived him at the North Col, and 
he tried it again The effect was remarkable and instantaneous Warmth 
flooded back into his body and when Bruce and Tejbir also tried this strange 
cure it revived them too, immediately Thus encouraged, they rigged up an 
oxygen set so that the gas could be breathed during the night, and as a result 
all three of them slept soundly 

They were away by 6 30 a m , the wo British climbers carrying 40-lb loads 
and Tejbir 501b The plan was that Tejbir would go no further than the 
juncuon with the North East Ridge, at which point he would hand over the 
spare oxygen cylinders which made up his load and then return to camp But 
it was not to be, only a few hundred feet above the camp Tejbir collapsed, 
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utterly exhausted Though Bruce and Finch urged him to go on it was 
obviously useless, so they took the cylinders from him and sent him back to 

the tent , 

With the collapse of Tejbir, any hope of success the party might have naa 

collapsed too, but Finch was determined not to give m without a fight He and 
Bruce unroped in order to move that much more quickly and set off up the 
ndge For a time all went well, but then the wind - the eternal Everest wind - 
began to rise again, forcing them to quit the ndge and venture out onto the 
great North Face At once things became difficult They found themselves on 
the vast outward-sloping slabs of the Yellow Band, always slippery and 
sometimes covered in patches of soft unstable snow For young Bruce, on his 
first climb, it must have been a trying experience, but he didn’t seem put out 
and followed Finch with all the assurance of a veteran 

At 27,000 ft Finch decided to make for the ndge again, and they had 
climbed about 300 ft m that direction when Bruce suddenly cned, ‘I’m getting 
no oxygen 1 ’ Turning round, Fmch could see his companion was in great 
difficulty He climbed down towards him and was just in time to grab Bruce 
by the shoulder as the young man began to keel over backwards off the 
mountain Together they struggled to a ledge 

The problem turned out to be a broken glass tube in Bruce’s set Before 
Finch could begin to repair it (fortunately he was carrying a spare) he had to 
alter his own set so that both of them could breathe from it temporarily That 
done, he calmly set about the repair of the faulty set The height was 27,300 ft 
— the highest Man had ever climbed 

But, bitterly disappointed, Fmch realized that their attempt on the summit 
was finished He could not ask Bruce to continue after the traumatic shock he 
had just experienced, for though the young man was willing, it would have 
been a dangerous risk 

It had been a remarkable effort on the part of both men, but unique so far as 
Bruce was concerned - no other climber has set a world height record during 
his very first climb J Fmch wrote 

Never for a moment did I think we would fail, progress was steady, the 
summit was there before us, a little longer and we should be on the top And 
then - suddenly, unexpectedly, the vision was gone It was too plam that, 
if wc were to persist m climbing on, even if only for another five hundred 
lect, wc should not both get back alive 4 

One thing the accident had proved the physiologists were wrong m 
assuming that if oxygen was suddenly taken away from a climber who had 
been using it, at altitude, the man would quickly die Bruce especially, but 
Fmch also to a lesser extent, had been without oxygen for quite lengthy 
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periods during the incident and v. ere none the worse for it once the supply was 
restored 

Defeat, as alwajs, brought a realization of tiredness and so the two climbers 
wisely roped up for the descent Thcv quickly reached Camp V, where they 
found Tcjbir snug m sleeping bags and much recovered They left him to 
await some porters w ho w ere coming up from Camp I V and conunucd wearily 
to the North Col Here they discovered that Crawford and Wakefield had 
come up, not to attempt the mountain, but just to take a look around, and so 
the tents were occupied After a quick meal, there was nothing else for it but 
to continue down to Camp III Noel, who had remained at the North Col 
throughout the attempt, went down with them, acung as anchor man behind 
the two tired climbers Remarkably, they reached Camp III at 5 30 p m - 
only forty minutes after leaving the col It had been an incredible day’s 
high alutude climbing - 1,750ft of ascent and 6,000ft of descent in eleven 
hours 

The umes involved m the two attempts of 1922 make interesting compari- 
sons From Camp III to their highest point of 26,800ft Mallory’s party took 
14% hours, Finch and Bruce took 12% hours and reached a point 500 ft higher 
- and, because of the traverse across the North Face, travelled a greater lateral 
distance This gives an average climbing rate of 393 ft per hour for those 
without oxygen compared with 514ft per hour for those with oxygen - and, 
because of the traverse, this last figure is lower than it might have been In 
fact, up to 25,500 ft Finch and Bruce climbed at a rate of 666 ft per hour, 
which is about a third as fast again as Mallory The advantages of oxygen were 
obvious to anyone not blinded by prejudice 5 
When the two high altitude parues returned to Base Camp at Rongbuk they 
were medically examined by LongstafT and everyone except Somervell was 
pronounced unfit for a further attempt Nothing seemed to affect Somervell, 
neither cold nor altitude, but the others suffered varying degrees of frostbite 
and both Finch and Strutt had strained their hearts Worst affected of all was 
Morshead, whose frostbite was so severe that he had to have a toe and several 
finger tips amputated when he returned to India 
Neither Mallory nor Finch received their medical reports gracefully Both 
men insisted they were fit to take part in another attempt, though m Finch's 
case it proved a futile gesture, for once he started out he was unable to go 
beyond Camp I, he felt so ill He returned to Base and with Strutt, LongstafT 
and Morshead made an early return home 
News that four members of the team had departed early annoyed Hinks, 
back m London Writing to the General he said 

Even if the oxygen business is played out early m June and the oxygen 
experts want to come home, I should myself have been glad to hear that you 
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propose to stay and do further geographical work m the country, with high 
climbing on the mountain without oxygen if the conditions were favourable 
Even if the summit is reached in June, I myself should sull hope that the 
party would not be m too much of a hurry to come home en masse 

Poor Hmks Sitting in his comfortable office in Kensington Gore, he had no 
conception of the conditions on Everest The General replied 

The flower of the men’s condition must have gone, also the weather has 
distinctly got rougher and when it’s rough on Everest, it really is rough, and 
one full exposure to it is enough to sap anyone’s strength for a very long 
tune I shall be very much relieved indeed when this last attempt is 
finished because to tell you frankly I am afraid of Everest under the present 
conditions with the monsoon only within days of us 7 

But Hinks’s imagination did not stretch to such limits He replied ‘I should 
be a sad man if you all came back without clearing up the geography of the 
West Rongbuk ,8 

Strutt, Longstaff and Finch appeared before the Everest Committee on 17 
July and gave then reports - Strutt making the interesting pomt that future 
parues should be younger, preferably about thirty To Hinks in private they 
said a good deal more than they did to the Committee Writing to Norman 
Collie, Hmks said 

The returning people at present are disposed to say nasty things about 
Howard-Bury last year and Mallory this year I think they are all cross 
and jumpy and they want handling carefully 9 

Of Strutt he said 

He was fed up and glad to come away Bruce was glad to get nd of him 
Strutt does not yet realize how foolish it was for Finch and him to come 
home without a word of explanation 10 

Obviously the two climbers did not report favourably upon then climbing 
leader, for Hmks says 

All who have come back think Mallory’s judgement m purely alpme 
matters was bad and inferior to Norton of whom everyone speaks very 
highly They obviously had sharp disagreements about the appropriate way 
to ascend the North Col, Fmch going a different way from Mallory 11 

Colhe, who had htde regard for Mallory anyway, rephed 

I dare say Master Mallory has been lording it over other members of the 
party who were not there last year 12 
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Meanwhile, ‘Master Mallory’ had been leading a third attempt upon the 
mountain 

They had reached Camp III on 5 June Somervell, Mallory, Crawford and 
Wakefield, with the necessary porters The monsoon was starting, there was 
eighteen inches of fresh snow at Camp 1 1 1 and it was still snowing when they 
arrived Nevertheless, the following day was fine and they decided to give the 
snow a day to consohdate, then start for the North Col on the 7th On the 
morning of the 7th, at 8 a m , they set off on their climb Wakefield remained 
behind to look after Camp III The assault party was Somervell, Mallory, a 
porter and Crawford, m that order, followed by thirteen Sherpas, divided into 
three ropes The snow was waist-deep, movement slow and laborious, but by 
constandy changing leaders they ploughed a trench towards the col 
At 1 30 p m they halted briefly about 600 ft below the col, while Somervell 
took over the lead again Hardly had they re-started when they were startled 
by an ominous sound ‘like an explosion of untamped gunpowder’ and before 
they realized what was happening they were sliding down the slope in the grip 
of an avalanche 13 

It was all over m a few seconds The snow stopped sliding and the leading 
rope managed to struggle free Below them they could see the second rope, 
four porters, similarly unharmed, but of the last two ropes, one of four and the 
other of five men, there was no sign 

As the climbers rapidly descended the slope they had so arduously toiled up 
an hour earlier it became apparent that the tune missing porters had been 
swept over an ice cliff mto the jaws of a waiting crevasse With tons of snow 
pouring m on top of them there seemed little chance that any of the victims 
could have survived Nevertheless, everyone clawed and scraped at the snow 
to make sure - and brought out two men still alive One had been buried for 
forty minutes before they reached him Seven Sherpas were dead 

It was the wish of the remaining Sherpas, many of whom had relatives 
amongst the dead, that the bodies should remain buned m the crevasse and 
those that had been dug out were re-interred A memorial cairn was erected at 
the site of Camp III and the climbers withdrew from the mountain It was a 
sad, abrupt end to the expedition 

Two of the climbers who took part in the events of that tragic day have 
recorded their feelings Somervell said 

I remember well the thought gnawing at my brain ‘Only Sherpas and 
Bhotias lolled - why, oh why could not one of us Britishers have shared 
their fate?’ I would gladly at that moment have been lying there dead in the 
snow, if only to give those fine chaps who had survived the feeling that we 
shared their loss, as we had indeed shared the nsk 14 
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Mallory wrote to his wife 

The consequences of my mistake are so terrible, it seems almost 
impossible to believe that it has happened for ever and that I can do nothing 
to make good There is no obligation I have so much wanted to honour as 
that of taking care of those men . 15 

Mallory blamed himself for the accident because he felt it was his bad 
judgement of the snow conditions which was the root cause of it ^ ct the 
actual line of ascent had been discussed and agreed between all the climbers 
taking part at the outset No doubt Mallory felt that the responsibility was his 
as he was the most experienced high-altitude climber 

When news of the tragedy reached Britain, it was generally assumed to be 
Mallory’s fault, though for differing reasons Collie criticized him for taking a 
traversing line when to go straight up would have been safer under the 
conditions 16 Strutt wrote to Mallory, commiserating with lum, but adding 
‘after the great fall of fresh snow, seventeen persons on the North Col was 
fifteen too many, even after two days’ perfect weather’ 17 Tom Longstaff wrote 
to a friend ‘To attempt such a passage in the Himalaya after new snow is 
idiotic What the hell did they think they could do on Everest in such 
conditions, even if they did get up to the North CoP ’ 18 

In the same letter, Longstaff also pointed the finger of blame at the 
Committee for urging General Bruce to get results And here may be the nub 
of the matter Mallory had made a tactical error - but should he have been 
allowed to go into battle in the first place? With the monsoon coming on, the 
men weary and most people wanting nothing more than to go home, should 
General Bruce have allowed that thud fatal attempt^. The probability is that he 
had allowed himself to be persuaded by the climbers themselves, especially 
Finch and Mallory 

As for the death of the Sherpas, the General knew better than most 
Europeans the fatalistic outlook of the Asian mind He knew that the porters 
would accept it as the will of the mountain gods ‘ if it was written that they 
should die on Everest, they should die on Everest,’ he wrote ‘If it was written 
they would not die on Everest, they would not, and that was all there was to be 
said m the matter 519 

The unfortunate end to the expedition did nothing to dampen the General’s 
boisterous spirits In reply to Younghusband’s telegram of congratulation and 
condolence he replied 

Thanks for the telegram, as to tell the truth from the terrific strafes we 
have been receiving, we thought that the expedition was not considered to 
be a very great success, in fact I was contemplating a flight to South America 
It is raining terrifically here I was chased for three miles by leeches this 
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morning, all the way from the top of the hill They were furious, starved 
and uproarious but oh 1 have such pathetic faces 20 

Any hopes that Hinks might have had for the expedition to continue, 
exploring the West Rongbuk Glacier and possibly making a post-monsoon 
attempt on Everest, were finally squashed by the North Col tragedy Though 
the party did not return home directly - they went to the much pleasanter 
Khana area and the A run Gorge to relax and recuperate after the cold rigours 
of Rongbuk - as an expedition to the world’s highest mountain it was over 

The 1922 expedition demonstrated the prime requirements for an ascent of 
Everest from the north good judgement, good equipment and men with 
endurance They had had only the latter Of climbing skill, very htde seemed 
to be needed - though Finch thought it would be required higher up, 
particularly m overcoming the two distinct rock steps of the North East 
Ridge 

In London, the Committee were anxious to maintain the momentum which 
the first two expeditions had started and another expedition was therefore 
considered for 1923 Francis Younghusband wanted to go out in the autumn 
of 1922 and set up Base Camp for them, so that the climbing party would be 
relieved of the burden of organizing the march-m and seeing to everyday 
chores It was suggested that the climbers should leave England m January 
and tram for six weeks m Switzerland en route, and Lhasa had already 
indicated its willingness to have another expedition But in the end it was 
decided to put it off until 1924 because it would be impossible to get a 
satisfactory team of climbers together before then, and the equipment, 
particularly the oxygen equipment, needed to be modified m the light of 
experience With a likely overdraft of £3,000 as well, a breathing space was 
necessary 

Meanwhile, the 1922 expedition had had a direct bearing on the fives of two 
of its members On his way home from Tibet Howard Somervell had visited a 
friend at the Ncyyoor mission hospital m Travancore and had been so 
impressed with the work being done there that he decided to join the staff, 
rather t h an accept a prestigious post he had been offered at University College 
Hospital In his spare time he also wrote the incidental music to accompany 
Noel’s expedition film 21 

The other person to be directly affected was Mallory On his return home, 
Mallory was out on a limb with no job and a wife and family to support He 
tried to fill the gap by public lectures on Everest 

At the beginning of 1923 he went on a three months’ lecture tom of the 
United States Financially this proved a failure, though on occasions he had 
large audiences and the lectures were well received by the press It was after 
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one of these lectures that a reporter asked him «hy he united to climh Mourn 
Everest and Mallory replied, ‘Iktausc it is there' - a phrase which has piste 
out of the realm of mountaineering Imtorv into common image 

What did Mallorv mean* Part of the phrase's popular^ is undoubted!) 
enigmatic quality, but it must have meant something to Mallors at least Was 
it, as some of his closest friends claimed, just the irritable reply of a tired 
lecturer to a question he had heard a thousand times before'” If so, it was an 
unconscious flash of genius Moves cr, Mallory seems to hasc acquired the 
habit of using the word there to indicate anything which had a mvsticnl quality * 
It occurs first in a letter which A C Benson wrote to him in 191 1 , urging him 
to read a certain book which achieved high quality ‘by being there 1 And 
during the war Mallory had written home describing the sight of men digging 
trenches and how he would like to be able to draw them like figures from 
Millet, only ‘more there’ 24 To him the word there seems to have gained an 
all-embracing meaning for mystical feelings which he could not put exactly 
into words — and this certainly applied to the climbing of Mount Everest One 
feels that Mallory was searching for what the poet Franz Wcfel put more 
elegantly ‘For those who believe, no explanation is necessary', for those who 
do not believe, no explanation is possible ’ 

On his return home in April 1923, Mallory’s fortunes took an upwards turn 
Hinks, who was now by way of being a Mallory fan, had recommended him 
for the vacant post of Assistant Secretary and lecturer of the Board of Extra 
Mural Studies at Cambridge, and he got it Influential friends had written 
supporting his application, but both Winthrop Young and George Trevelyan 
reckoned his fame as an Everester (one might say by now, the Everester) had 
decided the issue m his favour ‘You see, he’s known about now - he’s 
ticketed,’ said Trevelyan 25 

There were some changes on the Committee after the 1922 expedition, the 
chief of which was Sir Francis Younghusband’s stepping down from the Chair 
and handmg it over to General Bruce Farrar, too, resigned - no doubt to the 
satisfaction of Hinks, who had never got on with him 

The Committee also took the opportunity to tidy up some of the minor 
money matters which were bothering them, particularly the previously 
mentioned defalcation by a Mr C E Thompson of £704 17s 5d in cheques and 
£13 Is 6d in cash Somers-Cocks, the Committee treasurer, seems to have felt 
- some responsibility for this for he offered the Committee £350 if the matter 
was dropped, which it was At the same time the Indian High Commissioner 
sent a bill for £360 16s Id for the Army mules which had so lamentably broken 
down on the 1921 expedition The Committee sent a protest to the Viceroy by 
way of reply Some small honorariums were paid to Royal Geographical 
Society staff who had put in work on behalf of the expeditions and Hinks was 
made a grant of £250 for his hard work Just as it seemed all these small 
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irritations had been dealt with the Alliance Bank in Simla went broke, taking 
£700 of the Committee’s money with it The Committee also discovered to 
their dismay that through an oversight they had sold the German rights to the 
Everest film twice over, and were about to be sued! 

In fact the film had hardly been the success that was hoped for It had lost 
£700 in the provinces and though some continental rights had been sold there 
was little hope of showing it to America after Mallory’s unsuccessful tour The 
£500 profit it made eventually was held over to see what happened regarding 
the German rights 

Despite the film’s lack of commercial success, John Noel came forward with 
an astonishing proposal for the next expedition He proposed to buy the rights 
of all photographic work on the expedition for the huge sum of £8,000, 
payable to the Committee before the expedition sailed The money was to be 
raised by forming a company - Explorer Films Ltd, with Sir Francis 
Younghusband as Chairman of the Board, and Noel confidently expected to 
make a considerable profit on the deal 
The Committee readily agreed to Noel’s scheme The plan was worth at 
least £10,000 to the expedition, because it relieved the Committee of making 
its own film or providing its own still photographs It made the expediuon 
solvent at a stroke, though The Times contract was contmucd, on the basis of 
£1,000 when the first report arrived plus a further £1,000 if the summit was 
reached 

To prevent rival newspapers from pirating copy before it reached Printing 
House Square, The Times developed an elaborate code which Bruce was to use 
m all cables to them Unfortunately, the code itself was stolen from their 
Indian reporter, so the idea was scrapped in favour of one simple coded 
message - if the summit was reached Bruce was to cable 'Voiceful Lud 
benighted Charles’ Voiceful Lud was a code address for The Times , and the 
rest of the message illustrates a nice sense of humour on the part of the 
editorl 26 

Meanwhile the Committee went ahead with choosing the personnel for the 
1924 expedition It was unanimously agreed that General Bruce should again 
be the leader, but in the background the medical board who examined him 
had strong reservations Graeme Anderson thought he was fit to go only to 
15,000 ft, which was quite inadequate for the job m hand, and Larkins, the 
other doctor making up the board, wrote to Claude Wilson ‘This time I 
honestly do not feel comfortable about passing him ’ 

Wilson, himself a doctor, was alarmed at the repercussions should the 
General fail his medical and wrote back immediately 

I do not want General Bruce to see a modem Heart Specialist His electro 

cardiogram would probably not be ideal, and they would, almost to a man. 
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turn him down on this, or on his blood pressure ... I don’t want him 
frightened and I don’t want him turned down, and though I know there is a 
risk, I am willing to take full responsibility for letting him go, assuming that 
he keeps feeling as fit as he is now. 27 

Larkins was still not happy about it He sensed that Wilson was trying to 
get him to hush up the General’s defects and he wanted no part of it 

I therefore cannot possibly let the Committee take him on without 
expressing pretty strong warning Actually I feel pretty sure that with your 
support they will take him simply because he is so indispensable but that is 
their own affair and if he gets apoplexy out there, they will have only 
themselves to kick 28 

The Committee took note of Larkins’ report, but the General was made the 
leader, with the proviso that he should be examined again at Phan 

An Alpine Club Selection Committee, which mcluded Mallory, gave their 
minds to the job of choosing the climbing party, one of whom would be 
second-in-command to Bruce With his expenence of the two previous 
expeditions Mallory might have been expected to fill this position, but perhaps 
because the North Col disaster was still remembered and his well-known 
forgetfulness hardly suited him for any kind of overall command, he was 
ignored Instead the offer was made to Norton 29 

Mallory himself was at first not at all sure whether he should go on a third 
expedition He had drawn up a list of possible candidates and put himself at 
the bottom with a large question mark behind his name The indecision was 
partly domestic, partly personal - domestic in that he had a newT job and a new 
home in Cambridge and seemed about to settle into a minor academic career, 
personal m that he hated Tibet and feared the influence which Everest seemed 
to have over him 

Secretly, he thought the issue would be decided for him, he thought the 
University would not allow him leave of absence so soon after joining it, but 
Hinks wrote to the authorities saying how anxious the Committee was that 
Mallory should go, and the University responded with six months’ leave at 
half pay Mallory was surprised and asked Hinks whether his presence was all 
that necessary Hinks assured him that m the eyes of the Committee it was 

Hinks was nght, of course George Mallory was Everest in the public 
esteem, and it was unthinkable that he should not go Once again desuny was 
ruling him and he was not able to fight back He had a duty to his fellow 
mountaineers and to his country - and, of course, there was the insistent 
nagging at the back of his mind that this time he might just pull it off 

There was never any question what the decision would be, but he wrote to 
his father full of doubts ‘I only hope this is a nght decision,’ he said ‘It has 

102 


‘We Will Stamp to the Top mth the Wind in Our Teeth’ 

been a fearful tug ’ 30 Years later Kenneth Mason, the Himalayan historian, 
recalled ‘He didn’t want to go on that last expedition, had a sort of 
premonition, you know ’ 31 And if this seems like hindsight, there is a deal of 
truth in it Just before the expedition set sail Mallory said to Geoffrey Keynes, 
‘This is going to be more like war than mountaineering I don’t expect to come 
back 132 

Somervell and Mallory were natural choices for the climbing party, and 
they were joined by Noel Odell, who was a geologist by profession, and 
Bentley Bcetham, a Lakeland schoolmaster and close friend of Somervell, 
with whom he had just had a very successful Alpine season - thirty five climbs 
in six weeks Both men were good climbers, and Odell had been to 
Spitsbergen in the previous two summers with Tom Longstaff, who un- 
doubtedly recommended him for the Everest team 
These men formed the hard core of the team around which the rest could be 
built, but there was one glaring omission - George Punch 
With the rcsignauon of Farrar, Finch had lost his greatest ally on the 
Committee and his enemies saw the opportunity to settle old scores His 
outspokenness in 1921, when he failed his medical, was not forgotten nor, 
despite all his hard work on the oxygen equipment, was it forgiven Indeed, 
his advocacy of oxygen was, in some people’s minds, further proof of his 
Unreliability In itself this might not have been sufficient excuse for removing 
him from the team, but the Committee did not have to wait long for another 
Before he went on the 1922 expediuon, Finch had been warned by Hinks 
that all photographs, paintings and sketches - even unofficial ones - must 
remain under the control of the Committee, and must not be published or 
used m any way privately Finch, who was a keen photographer, ignored this 
and when Mallory wanted some of his pictures for a lecture tour Fmch refused 
to supply them It would, he said, ‘plagiarize them in the eyes of the public’ 33 
The fact was that he wished to use them exclusively m his own lectures 
The Committee tried to keep a monopolisuc control on lectures by team 
members They offered the lecturer 30 per cent of the gate money as a fee but 
with no guaranteed minimum Fmch argued for a £25 guarantee, but the 
Committee would not agree 

But it was Finch’s continental lecturing which caused the greatest friction 
He had been raised m Switzerland and was a fluent German speaker, so it is 
not surprising that m the summer of 1923 he gave a senes of lectures to 
continental audiences on his own initiative - only to receive a demand from 
the Committee for 50 per cent of the proceeds He indignantly refused, and 
they therefore instructed him by solicitor's letter that he must not announce 
the lectures as being on the work of the Mount Everest expedition, or make 
Mount Everest the principal subject of his lectures Fmch ignored this blatant 
attempt at censorship and the Committee furiously sought ways of copynght- 
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mg the name of Mount Everest itself in order to prevent ‘unauthorised 
persons lecturing on the subject’' They failed in this, but they kept a vrau* < on 
Finch’s lectures to see how many people attended and how successful they 

were 

The nft was complete Though he continued his work on oxvgcn for them, 
Finch could never be wholly acceptable to the Committee again The 
publication in May 1924 of his classic autobiography The Making of a 
Mountaineer , m which he devoted two outspoken chapters to the 1922 
expedition, merely dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s of the affair Of the book, 
Hinks wrote, ‘Some people are enthusiastic and some are rather sniffy about 
it, especially the review m The Times ,34 

Once agam all sorts and conditions of people applied to join the expedition 
Sam Turner was there agam, writing voluminous letters to the Committee, 
and there was a strange application from someone signing himself General 
A T N T Ramun, with an accommodation address in Merioneth. ‘I have 
studied the summits of Everest and Chumulhan from very close quarters 
indeed, considerably closer than any man living ’ Unfortunately, amongst 
other drawbacks, ‘General Ramun’ wanted ‘bare expenses plus £6,000’, to 
take part 

Much to the Committee’s astonishment, a woman, one Anne- Bernard, 
applied, and the Committee wrote to her 

It is impossible for the Mt Everest Committee to contemplate the 
application of a lady of whatever nationality to take part in a future 
expedition to Everest The difficulties would be too great 35 

Among the other unsuccessful applicants were past and future Everesters: 
Wollaston, Morshead (rejected because of his mjunes), Wood-Johnson and 
Hugh Ruttledge 

Heron, the geologist who had roused Tibetan passions m 1921 by allowing 
demons to escape, also put w an application and the Committee decided he 
could go if the Government of India wished it When Bailey, who was the 
Resident in Sikkim and in charge of Tibetan affairs, heard this he wrote a 
strong letter of disapproval, and in the end the India Office decided it would 
be better if Heron stayed at home 

Meantime two non-mountaineers were signed up for the jobs of transport 
and medicine The first was E O Shebbeare of the India Forest Department. 
The second was R W.G Hmgston, an R A F medicalofficer In the tradition 
of previous expeditions, Hmgston was to act as naturalist as well 
It was tacitly understood from the outset that Geoffrey Bruce and four 
N C O s from the 2nd/6th Gurkha Rifles would join the party, and his 
inclusion brought the climbing team up to six Norton, Mallory, Somervell, 
Bruce (all with previous experience of the mountain), Odell and Beetham 
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The Committee decided to increase this strength to eight and chose R B 
Graham and A C Irvine 

Richard Graham was another Lakelandcr, a schoolmaster like Bectham, 
and a strong Alpinist He was also a \ ery strict Quaker, and in accordance 
with his principles he had been a conscientious objector during the war His 
selection roused immediate control crsy some members of the team indicated 
to the Committee that because of his war record they would prefer not to 
climb with Graham Others defended him, and Somers ell wrote from India to 
say that if Graham was dropped he would resign from the Alpine Club The 
Committee stood by its decision, but Graham, bitterly disappointed and 
horrified that the matter had been aired in the press, withdrew his application 
on the grounds that harmony was essential m the party 36 
His place was taken by John de Vcrc Hazard, who turned out to be a strange 
customer altogether, and one whose subsequent activities were to lead to 
trouble for the Committee 

The final place on the team was taken by Andrew Comyn Irvine, known as 
Sandy from his fair hair a well built young athlete of twenty-one who had 
rowed for Oxford m the Boat Race and had impressed Odell during the 
Merton College Arctic expedition to Spitsbergen Irvine had been one of the 
sledging party on that occasion a tough job which required strength and 
endurance He had come through it so well that both LongstafT and Odell had 
no hesitation in recommending him to the Everest Committee 37 
Some members of the Committee were against the mclusion of Sandy Irvine 
in the climbing team because of his youth and lack of mountaineering 
experience But his performance in Spitsbergen had shown that his endurance 
was considerable, and he had more climbing expencnce than the Committee 
realized He made the first ascent of the peak in Spitsbergen which bears his 
name and he had some experience of climbing in the Oberland and Wales His 
first lead was the Chimney Pitch on the Great Gully of Craig-yr-Ysfa not at all 
an easy climb, and perhaps indicative of his chief quality, which was great 
muscular strength Irvine also had mechanical aptitude, and Odell, who was 
m charge of oxygen after the sacking of Fmch, saw m his prot£g6 a perfect 
assistant He wrote later 

Though lacking m mountaineering experience it was felt that the natural 
aptitude he had already shown, together with his undoubted gifts of 
mechanical and general pracncable ability, not to speak of temperamental 
suitability, fitted him for mclusion m the party, before other older men of 
greater experience m moun tain craft 38 

Although this was to be the third expedition to the moun tain and conditions 
in Tibet and on Everest were now well known, virtually no progress had been 
made m the question of personal kit for the climbers Only Finch, with his 
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innovative mind, had appreciated insulated jackets, but the idea did not gam 
general acceptance Such invention as there was was directed at keeping t e 
wind out rather than keeping body heat m Apart from the ‘Shackleton outfit, 
the men were dressed in the same way Alpinists had been dressed for deca es 
£50 per man was allocated for kit, and Norton describes his own appearance 

on the mountain 

Personally I wore a thick woollen vest and drawers, a thick flannel shirt 
and two sweaters under a lightish kmckerbocker suit of windproof gaber- 
dine the knickers of which were lined with light flannel, a pair of soft clastic 
Kashmir putties and a pair of boots of felt bound and soled with leather and 
lightly nailed with the usual Alpine nails Over all I wore a very light pyjama 
suit of Messrs Burberry’s ‘Shackleton’ windproof gaberdine On my hands I 
wore a pair of long fingerless woollen mits inside a similar pair made of 
gaberdine, though when step-cutting necessitated a sensitive hold on the 
axe-haft, I sometimes substituted a pair of silk mits for the inner woollen 
pair On my head I wore a fur-lined leather motor-cycling helmet, and my 
eyes and nose were protected by a pair of goggles of Crooke’s glass, which 
were sewn into a leather mask that came well over the nose and covered any 
part of my face which was not naturally protected by my beard A huge 
woollen muffler completed my costume 39 

Various supplementary ideas were put before the Committee regarding the 
equipment An original one came from a Mr A F Yarrow of Hmdhead, who 
suggested the climbers should rub their bodies with oil as a means of retaining 
body heat, but nobody seems to have actually tried this on the mountain 40 
The food supplies were on the same lavish scale as in the previous 
expedition, along with the gourmet tid-bits sixty tins of quail in foie gras, for 

example, and four dozen bottles of champagne - Montebello 1-915 was 
specified 41 

The equipment which received the most thorough investigation before the 
1924 expedition was also the most controversial — the oxygen sets The 
climbers were still deeply divided over its use, either on the grounds of its 
efficiency or on sporting grounds, and though no argument could be advanced 
to shake the latter, the experiences of 1922, when Finch and Bruce had so 
obviously outpaced Mallory and Somervell, were sufficient proof that oxygen 
was a distinct aid to high-altitude climbing All were agreed, however, that the 
1922 apparatus was far from perfect and the Oxygen Sub-Committee, led by 
unna and Finch, were determined to improve it 

The design changes were based on Finch’s ideas and were carried out by 
Messrs Siebe, Gorman Unfortunately they added considerably to the weight, 
and when Somervell tried out a prototype m the Alps in 1923 he was not 
impressed He wrote to Unna 
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The climbing of even easy rocks is scry much interfered with, especially 
in descending Easy climbs become difficult, and difficult places become 
set ere The old 4-cyltndcr apparatus interfered with rock-climbing only 
slightly m comparison the tremendous weight on the back pulls one out of 
balance and makes easy steep rocks almost as if vertical, and nearly all 
descending that cannot be managed as ‘walking’ has to be done face inwards 
as the projection of the cylinders behind is so awkward With the extra 
weight of thermos flasks and full cylinders it would be exceedingly difficult 
to do some passages even on an easy mountain like Everest 

If Everest were all snow, the apparatus would not markedly impede the 
climbing, but as it is very largely easy rock, and in a few places fairly steep 
rock, it would seem that the apparatus as at present constructed would add 
tremendous difficulty both to ascent and descent, difficulty which the most 
copious supply of oxygen cannot counterbalance 42 

Somervell was an anti-oxygen man, and Unna admitted to ulterior motives 
in asking him to test the apparatus To Spencer he wrote 

Somervell has now sufficient interest in the apparatus, having been 
made to do some work on it, to be less keen to throw it on one side next time 
without a trial That was my second object in sending it out to him 43 

While arrangements were going forward for the 1924 expcdiuon, prepara- 
uons of another son were engaging the attention of the nauon 1924 was to see 
the opening of the great two-year British Empire Exhibition at Wembley, and 
no doubt inspired by the topicality of the subject the India Section intended to 
show a large model of Mount Everest They asked the Mount Everest 
Committee to contribute £200 towards the cost, but the Committee declined 
However, the model was constructed by Sifton Pracd - and caused Hinks, 
who acted as adviser to the project, several headaches Sicbe, Gorman and 
Armstrong Whitworth were granted permission to exhibit the oxygen appar- 
atus and cylinders at the exhibition 

Recognition of a different sort came from the International Olympic 
Committee, who made the first ever Olympic awards for mountaineering to 
the 1922 team for ‘the greatest feat of alpinism in the preceding four years’ - a 
somewhat debatable conclusion, one would have thought The ceremony took 
place at Chamonix skating rink during the Wmter Olympics of January 1924, 
and since Bruce had already left for India, Colonel Strutt accepted the thirteen 
silver gilt medals on behalf of the team Additional medals were later given to 
two porters 44 

The expediuon left Darjeeling on 25 March to begin the long journey 
through the wastes of Tibet Wi thin a fortnight illness began to take its toll 
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Beetham had serious dysentery, the after-effects of which were to make him 
virtually a passenger for the rest of the expedition, and Mallory had suspected 
appendicitis. Somervell made ready for an emergency operation but fortunate- 
ly Mallory began to recover soon after reaching Kampa Dzong Most senous 
of all was the condition of General Bruce, who was showing signs of malaria 
recurrence He was sharing a tent with Odell and the latter recalls He was 
wheezing and coughmg and shaking like an earthquake He was an enormous 
man He had gone on a tiger hunt before the start of the expedition Bagged 
his tiger, but also picked up his malaria ,4S Hmgston, the team doctor, became 
very anxious and on 13 April it was decided that the General should relinquish 
command to Norton, and return to Darjeeling Hmgston accompanied him 
Things had not gone well with the oxygen equipment either By the time 
the cylinders arrived at Calcutta some were completely empty and some only 
half f ull owmg to leaking valves They were refilled, but by the time the 
expedition reached Shekar Dzong 30 per cent were empty again The 
apparatus itself was full of faults and Odell wrote a report to the Committee 
‘Every instrument leaked badly,’ he said, ‘ six sets had senous defects 
directly due to faulty design and workmanship, or bad matenal ’ He pointed 
out that most of the carrying frames were broken, and praised the salvage 
work of Irvine, ‘without whose mechanical faculty and manipulative skill, an 
efficient oxygen apparatus would hardly have been at the disposal of the 
expedition Under difficult circumstances Mr Irvine had constructed an 
unproved model of about 5 lb less m weight than the original ,46 

If young Irvine, working with a minimum of tools m the bleak uplands of 
Tibet, could improve the model and reduce it by 51b in weight, one is 
entitled to wonder what all those trained engineers at Siebe, Gorman’s had 
been doing for the previous two years When the matter was put to them, the 
manufacturers disclaimed any faults, and blandly wished the expedition well 
with the improved version 

Norton, now leader, set his mind to a plan of campaign He appointed 
Mallory his second-m-command and gave him complete responsibility for the 
climbers, and he consulted everyone about then ideas on what should be 
done Various schemes were put forward and discussed, but in the end it was 

Mallory’s plan that Norton decided to adopt On 19 April he reported to the 
Committee 

The general idea has been to put m two attempts as early as possible, one 
with and one without oxygen, in order that, fading success, we may fill in 
die gaps in our previous knowledge m time to apply such experience for a 
final attempt or senes of attempts 

Bnefly, two climbers (who, it is hoped, will take pan in the final attempt 
if necessary) with requisite porters will first establish a camp and dump of 
stores at about 25,500 ft (No 5), and partly stock it with oxygen Next two 
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climbers destined to attempt the summit without oxygen, will escort a party 
of porters to the same camp, complete its stock of equipment, and oxygen, 
and send back spare porters to No 4 retaining some eight at No 5 Next 
day these same two climbers, with say eight porters including spare, climb 
to, say, 27,300 ft (No 7), establish a camp and sleep - sending porters down 
to 5 or 4 This same day an oxygen party of two climbers with unloaded 
porters leave No 4, climb to No 5, and then carry to, say, 26,500ft a camp 
and requisite oxygen equipment, sending porters back to No 4 Next day 
two parties of two go for the top, one without oxygen from No 7, one with 
oxygen from No 6 These two parties will be mutually supporting, and 
constitute what many of us consider the ideal number for an assault They 
will return to No 6 or No 5 Noel will probably be in one of these camps in 
support 

A reserve of 4 climbers remain in hand to repeat the plan if it fails through 
weather or unforeseen misfortune, or to modify it according to experience 
If this reserve is reduced by sickness or other accident, it should always be 
possible to apply again whichever part of the original plan promised best - 
there is always a possibility of one or more of the original climbers 
recuperating sufficiendy to take part in the final assault 47 

Who the members of the three teams would be wasn’t immediately decided 
Norton thought that Mallory and Somervell should each lead a summit 
attempt, and though he was himself keen to be one of the non-oxygen summit 
pair he left the decision on that to Mallory Indeed, it was now Mallory’s job to 
choose the men for the job, and it didn’t take him long After dinner on 
22 April Norton announced the teams 

1 to establish Camp V Geoffrey Bruce and Odell 

2 to make a summit attempt from Camp VII without oxygen Somervell 
and Norton 

3 to make a summit attempt from Camp VI with oxygen Mallory and 
Irvine 

The choice of Irvine as his partner rather than the more experienced Odell 
or Bruce was explained by Mallory m a letter to his wife 

The difficult work of allotting tasks to me has now been done - Norton 
and I consulted and he made a general announcement after dinner two day’s 
ago The question as to which of the first two panics would be led by 
Somervell and which by me was decided on two grounds (1) On the 
assumption that the oxygen party would be less exhausted and be in the 
posiuon of helping the other, it seemed best that I should use oxygen and be 
responsible for the descent (2) It seemed more likely on his last year’s 
performance that Somervell would recover after a gasless attempt to be 
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useful again later It was obvious that either Irvine or Odell should come 
with me in the first gas party. Odell is m charge of the gas, but Irvine as 
done the principal engineering work on the apparatus - what was provide 
was full of leaks and faults and he has practically invented a new 
instrument, usmg up only a few of the old parts and cutting out much that 
was useless and likely to cause trouble, so Irvine will come with me He wih 
be an extraordinarily stout companion, very capable with the gas and with 
the cooking apparatus 

Norton, if he is fit enough, will go with Somervell, or, if he seems clearly 
a better goer at the moment, Hazard Beetham is counted out for the 
moment, though he’s getting fitter Odell and Geoffrey Bruce will have the 

important task of fixing Camp V at 25,500 

The whole difficulty of fitting people m so that they take part m the 
assault according to their desire or ambition is so great that I can t feel 
distressed about the part that falls to me. The gasless party has the better 
adventure, and as it has always been my pet plan to climb the mountain 
gasless with two camps above the Chang La it is naturally a bit disappoint- 
ing that I shall be with the other party Still, the conquest of the mountain is 
the great thing, and the whole plan is mine and my part will be a sufficiently 
interesting one and will give me, perhaps, the best chance of all of getting to 
the top It is almost unthinkable with this plan that / shan’t get to the top, I 
can’t see myself coming down defeated And I have very good hopes that the 
gasless party will get up, I want all four of us to get there, and I believe it can 
be done We shall be starting by moonlight if the morning is calm and should 
have the mountain climbed if we’re lucky before the wind is dangerous 
This evening four of us have been testing the oxygen apparatus and 
comparing the new arrangements with the old Irvine has managed to save 
weight, 4 or 5 lb , besides making a much more certain as well as more 
convenient instrument. I was glad to find I could easily carry it up the bill 
even without usmg the gas, and better, of course, with it On steep ground 
where one has to climb more or less the load is a great handicap, and at this 
elevation a man is better without it The weight is about 30 lb , or rather 
less There is nothing in front of one’s body to hinder climbing, and the 
general impression I have is that it is a perfectly manageable load My plan 
will be to carry as little as possible, go fast and rush the summit Finch and 
Bruce tried carrying too many cylinders 

The telegram announcing our success, if we succeed, will precede this 
letter, I suppose but it will menuon no names How you will hope that I 
was one of the conquerors* And I don’t think you will be disappointed 48 

The reason Mallory gives for choosing Irvine instead of the more experi- 
enced Odell, who knew just as much about the oxygen equipment, seems 


110 



‘We Will Stamp to the Top with the Wind m Our Teeth’ 

weak in retrospect Norton was not altogether happy about it, but having 
given Mallory command, there was little he could do - in any case, Norton 
was not a technical climber and if Mallory felt that Irvine would be able to 
cope with the problems of Everest, then Norton would respect his judgement 
Yet the mystery remains why did Mallory choose Irvine? Was he really 
convinced that Irvine was a more competent mechanic than Odell, should 
trouble develop with the sets at high altitude? Mallory’s knowledge of 
practical matters was so slight as to be non-existent, as witness the problems 
he had had with cameras and Primus stoves on previous expeditions, and his 
judgement could well have been influenced simply by the fact that he had seen 
Irvine repair the sets On the other hand perhaps it was as W H Murray says 
‘It may be that Mallory really wanted Irvine because he especially liked 
him ’ ,<9 That he did like him was beyond doubt he had shared a dining table 
with him on the voyage out and had wanted to share a cabin too, but Hazard 
had been allocated the berth already 

But did the springs of motivation go deeper’ Had Mallory formed a 
romantic attachment for the handsome young undergraduate? If so, the 
chances are that it was entirely innocent and not reciprocated in any way 
Though it has been said that Mallory was bisexual, 50 the artist Duncan Grant, 
who knew Mallory well, states emphatically that he was not and he suggests 
that the decision might well have been taken on aesthetic grounds Given that 
Odell and Irvine were both good with the oxygen sets 'it would have been 
charactensuc of Mallory (with his own superb proportions) to choose, of two 
equal objects, the more beautiful’ 51 

In the context of his overall plan, Mallory’s choice of Irvine rather than 
Odell was not terribly important If all went well, there would be four men on 
the summit push simultaneously Mallory and Irvine with oxygen, Norton 
and Somervell without All were proven to be very strong men, and it might 
be expected that the experience of the other three would see Irvine over any 
difficulties It looked fine on paper Unfortunately, Everest is not a paper 
mountain 

Mallory had no doubts about success To Tom Longstaffhe wrote ‘We are 
going to sail to the top this time and God with us — or stamp to the top with 
our teeth in the wind ,52 

The expediuon arrived at Base Camp on the morning of 28 April The 
previous day they had visited Rongbuk monastery, where they had been 
disconcerted to find the Lama ill and unable to perform a ceremony of 
blessing, which Norton had hoped would boost the morale of the porters 
In consultauon with the others Norton bad decided on 17 May for the first 
attempt on the mountain This was early, but in the back of his mind was the 
memory of the early monsoon of 1922, when the weather broke on 1 June - a 
week sooner than expected This time he had no intennon of being caught out 
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if the first attempt failed, there would be time for a second and possibly third 
attempt Once again this was a splendid plan in theory, but it made no 
allowance for the vagaries of Himalayan weather As it turned out, then sense 
of urgency was to work against them, their energies dissipated in what became 
an almost frantic obsession, and a quite unnecessary one 

One thing they had learned from 1922 was that the men who were to make 
the summit push should be reheved of all hard work lower down the 
mountain Geoffrey Bruce suggested that Camps I and II, on the East 
Rongbuk Glacier, did not require any sahibs at all to establish them The work 
could be left to the Gurkha N C O s, Tejbir, Hurke and Shamsher, the first 
two of whom had been on the 1922 expedition and knew the glacier well Also, - 
to spare the Sherpa porters and keep them fresh for higher altitude, 150 locals 
were recruited for these early camps As in 1922, porters came and went 
mysteriously 

By 2 May the first two camps had been established The local porters were 
dismissed and the expedition began its assault on the mountain Just as a plan 
had been worked out for the summit assault, so too Norton had devised a 
meticulous plan for the first stage of the climb - the establishment of Camp 
III at the foot of the North Col and Camp IV on the col itself He divided his 
fifty-two Sherpas mto two initial assault groups of twenty each, with a reserve 
force of twelve 

On 3 May the first twenty porters set out from Base Camp on a cold, cloudy 
day They were accompanied by Mallory and Irvine, who were to acclimatize 
at Camp III and test the oxygen equipment, Odell and Hazard, who were to 
make the route up the slopes of the North Col, and Noel, who was filming the 
whole procedure The next day the second twenty porters set off, m the charge 
of a Gurkha N C O , Umar 

Two days later, Norton, Somervell and Beetham — the last named much 
recovered by now - left Base for the higher camps and on the following day 
Geoffrey Bruce brought up the rear echelon, including the reserve porters 
Shcbbeare was left in charge of Base Camp 

When Norton arrived at Camp II on 7 May he discovered that things had 
gone sadl> wrong The first party had reached Camp III, but the second 
party, following up, had met such appalling weather between Camps II and 

1 1 1 that Mallory, who u as now leading them, had decided to dump the loads a 
nu e short of III and send the men back to II Because this second group had 

uled to get through, the porters already at Camp III had suffered severe 
hardships, having only a handful of uncooked barley to eat and a blanket 
apiece to v .thsiand a temperature of -22°F As Norton tfrnved, most of the 
men struggled back to Camp II, which was now so crowded that supplies 
intended for the higher camps had to be opened and used ‘This was in the 
circumstances, unavoidable,’ wrote John Noel, 'but it broke the transport 
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system Thereafter the convoy parties started to choose their own sues for 
dumping and stores became scattered all along the line Trom that day the 
whole transport system crumpled ’ 53 

On the 8th Bruce and the reserves armed, and so did Mallory, who came 
down from Camp III Odell, Hazard and Irvine were still in the upper camp 
with two or three Sherpas Mallory reported that Odell and Hazard were 
trying to make a route to the North Col - an attempt which failed because of 
the bad conditions 

Camp II was now to all intents and purposes Base Camp - most of the men 
were gathered there - and it needed a Camp Manager who could speak the 
name tongue Shebbcarc was sent for, and his place at Base Camp was taken 
by Hazard, who returned from Camp III 
Norton decided that a determined effort was needed to reach Camp III, to 
relict c the people already there if for nothing else, so on the morning of the 
9th he set out with Mallory, Bruce and twenty sit Sherpas It began to snow 
soon after they left Camp II and before they reached Camp III they were 
fighting a raging blizzard Norton commanded eighteen of the men to dump 
their loads on the glacier and return to Camp II - it was obvious they would 
never have got through to Camp III in those conditions With his two 
colleagues, and eight strong Sherpas from the reserve squad, he battled on to 
the upper camp Geoffrey Bruce wrote 

No one moved about the camp, it seemed utterly lifeless The porters 
there were wretched, and this terrible blizzard, coming immediately on top 
of their hardships of a few days ago, completely damped their spirits and 
energy’ Many of them became so apathetic that thev would not even 
attempt to cook for themselves, even when stoves and oil were pu hed 
inside the tents for them Our eight stalwarts of the reserve aram proved 
their value in helping wnih the cooking and comfort of the others But the 
fierceness of the wind made movement outside a tent almost impos.tb’c so 
after a hasty meal we turned in two to a tent, where the cite!' nt 
s’ecplne bars at any rate afforded warmth 
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Mallory and Irvine, both showing signs of strain, were sent down to Camp 
II next morning, but the others decided to stick it out for another night in case 
conditions improved In this their hopes were dashed the weather got worse 
The wind rocked the tents with howling ferocity, the spindrift covered 
everything and that night there were 39 degrees of frost It became increasing- 
ly obvious that even if they could survive the ordeal much longer, there was no 
hope of climbing the mountain until conditions improved The next day 
Norton ordered a general withdrawal to Base Camp 

By 12 May everyone was back there The scene was reminiscent of 
Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow The storm had battered and cowed them, 
the porters were utterly demoralized, and several were sick or injured 

Fortunately, Hingston had returned after seeing General Bruce into safe 
custody and now he and Somervell, as doctors, had their hands full One man 
had a broken leg and another severe pneumonia, but the most senous cases 
were the Gurkha N C O , Shamsher, who had developed a clot on the brain, 
and the cobbler Manbahadur whose feet were frostbitten up to the ankles 
Only major surgery could have saved either man, and this was not possible 
They died and were buried near Base Camp 

On 15 May it was arranged that the expedition should receive a formal 
blessing by the Lama of Rongbuk, m order to put fresh heart into the porters. 
Each man was given two rupees with which to make an offering to the Lama 
and then the whole expedition trooped down to the monastery for the 
ceremony, at which the Lama made a short address and touched each of the 
men with his silver prayer wheel 

By now they had spent almost a week in Base Camp Mallory, who was 
sharing a tent with Noel, seemed to the photographer highly strung, a man 
full of resdess energy and ambition, who chafed at the enforced delay It 
seemed as if he was impatient to meet his destiny Prophetically he said* ‘This 
retreat is only a temporary set back Action is only suspended The issue must 

s ortly be decided The next time we walk up the Rongbuk Glacier will be the 

ast . We will gather up our resources and advance to the last assault ’ 55 
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Norton was a worried man Obsessed by a fear that the monsoon might break 
early and nun all their plans, he felt an urgent need to establish a camp on the 
North Col as quickly as possible so that>advantage could be taken of any fine 
weather 

The porters had been heartened by their visit to Rongbuk monastery, and 
when the next day dawned fine that seemed a good omen too Work began 
again on restocking the camps, the original plan was adhered to, but the date 
of the assault was put back to 29 May Bentley Beetham, who was suffering 
from a severe attack of sciatica, was left in charge of Base Camp with Hingston 
while the others returned to the East Rongbuk Glacier By the evening of the 
19th all the camps were re-occupied Norton, Somervell, Mallory and Odell 
had reached Camp III, Irvine and Hazard were at Camp II, Noel and Bruceat 
Camp I 

No time was lost m forcing a way to the North Col Avoiding the 1922 
route, of unpleasant memory, Mallory and Norton, followed by Odell and 
Sherpa Lhakpa Tsenng, climbed a more direct fine to the ledge on the col 
The ascent involved the climbing of an ice chimney of 200 ft and this and other 
steep parts of the ascent they protected with fixed ropes attached to hollow 
wooden stakes driven into the snow They reached the shelf at 2 30 p m , 
found it smaller than it had been, and flopped down for a rest and a snack 
Mallory and Odell then reconnoitred the route to the col proper - and were 
pleasantly surprised to find a relatively easy way through, in contrast to the 
maze of crevasses it had been in 1922 Well satisfied with a good day’s work 
they returned to Camp III by 6 30 p m 

A way had been found, but was it a safe way? That night Norton wrote m 
his diary ‘Don’t like the look of the weather much Pray heaven it’s not the 
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beginning of the monsoon, as no power on earth can make part of the North 
Col route safe under monsoon conditions 
Despite intermittent snow falls next day Somervell, Irvine and Hazard led a 
party of twelve porters up to the col to establish Camp IV They had a hard 
time of it, for fresh snow lay everywhere, and the chimney was particularly 
difficult Somervell and Irvine sack hauled the loads up this, a heartbreaking, 
exhausting job Having reached the col, Hazard and the porters were left 
there, according to the plan, to set up the camp, while Somervell and Irvine 
returned to Camp III Snow was falling steadily 
It snowed throughout the mght and all next day until 3 p m At Camp III 
the climbers remained m their sleeping bags, reading mail which had just 
arrived A cold, cheerless day was followed by an appalling mght m which the 
temperature plummeted to -24°F 


But the next morning, 23 May, was bright and clear At 9 30 a m Bruce 
and Odell set out for the col with seventeen Sherpas, their aim being to occupy 
Camp IV for the mght, then push on and establish Camp V at 25,500 ft 
However, by the time they reached the chimney pitch it was obvious that 
conditions were too difficult for them to continue It had started to snow 
again, but through the swirling flakes they could see a party of 'men 
descending from the col It was obvious that Hazard was evacuating Camp I V 
Bruce and Odell got back to Camp III shortly after 3pm but it was not 
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leading out across this while Mallory and Norton gave him a secure belay 
round their axes Two hundred feet of rope ran out as Somervell edged across 
- but it was thirty feet short of where the porters were waiting 
There was nothing the men could do but make their way unassisted to 
where Somervell was waiting One man came down, reached the rope, and 
with its aid quickly got down to the anchor point The second man was also 
passing down the rope when the last two porters decided to come down 
together At once the snow beneath their feet ga\e way and they began a rapid 
slide towards the ice cliffs two hundred feet below Horrified, the climbers 
watched what seemed to be inevitable tragedy 
But a miracle happened Instead of conunumg to avalanche the snow balled 
up beneath the sliding figures and brought them to a halt within thirty feet As 
soon as the man still on the rope had reached safety, Somervell unued himself, 
drove his axe deep into the snow as an anchor, and passmg the rope round it , 
lowered himself one-handed from the free end until he could grasp first one 
and then the other stranded man by the collar and drag him to safety 
The descent to Camp III was slow and painful, the tents not being reached 
until 7 30 p m , and the next day Camp III was abandoned once again, m a 
general retreat 

The scattered and demoralized state of the expedition was now self-evident 
Odell, Noel and Shebbeare were at Camp II with twenty porters Mallory, 
Somervell, Bruce, Irvine and Norton were at Camp I with another twenty 
Hazard, Hingston and Beetham were at Base Camp with about a dozen men 
who had proved useless at higher altitudes All the climbers were either tired 
or ill or both - particularly the lead climbers who had wasted their energies on 
the North Col fiasco The porters were in an even worse state of the fifty-five 
Sherpas expected to reach Camp IV only fifteen were now fit for active duty 
It wasn’t that they were physically disabled, but the bad weather and 
hardships of the past few days had knocked the s niffin g out of them, and such 
men were useless on Everest 

The weather mysteriously improved again and for the first time Norton 
began to suspect he had been wrong about the monsoon after all Had he but 
known it, the severe weather experienced that year in the Himalaya had 
nothing to do with the monsoon at all, but was a freak senes of storms 
beginning as depressions west of Afghanistan and travelling the whole length 
of the mountain ranges If he had known this, Norton could have bided his 
tame and sat them out in thh comfort of Base Camp As it was, his expedition 
had exhausted itself needlessly 

In a last desperate effort to salvage something from the wreck, a conference 
of members was held at Camp I and a new plan of acuon worked out Because 
porterage was now at a premium, all unnecessary loads would have to be 
abandoned, and in the minds of almost everyone present that meant the 
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oxygen equipment Six climbers and all available Sherpas were to go to the 
North Col, and on successive fine days two teams, each of two men, were to 
set out from the col, make Camp V at 25,500 ft, then Camp VI at 27,200 ft and 
from there attempt the summit Two climbers were to remain m support at 
the North Col Once again, such a plan was doomed to failure because it 
meant a summit push of 2,000 ft without oxygen, by men already exhausted 
nevertheless, the climbers of 1924 thought it feasible 
Geoffrey Bruce, who by chance had spent less time at altitude than most of 
the others, was the fittest member of the party and was an obvious choice for 
the first attempt His partner was to be, inevitably, Mallory Mallory’s sore 
throat was much better, and Norton recognized that his nervous energy would 
see him through - besides, if anyone deserved another chance, that man was 
Mallory He had borne the brunt of all the senous work on Everest from the 
very first expedition, and he practically had proprietary rights to the 
mountain Everyone was aware of this and none questioned it 

The second party was also a tried and trusted team of strong men - 
Somervell and Norton As on previous occasions, Norton himself took no part 
in his own selection - it was a decision of Mallory and Somervell Somervell’s 
sore throat was getting better, and his phenomenal record of endurance in 
1922 and on the present expedition ensured him a place 
At the North Col the support team was to be Odell and Irvine, with John 
Noel in attendance primarily as photographer but also as a useful addition to 
the team m case of need Hazard was to be in reserve at Camp III 
From Camp I Mallory wrote his final letter home 

The only chance now is to get fit and go for a simpler, quicker plan 
But again I wonder if the monsoon will give us a chance I don’t want to get 
caught, but our three-day scheme from the Chang La will give the monsoon 
a good chance We shall be going up again the day after tomorrow Six days 
to the top from this camp’ 2 


The weather now seemed set fair and Somervell and Noel wanted to start 
the attack at once, but Norton insisted on another day’s rest for everybody 
The time was not wasted the fifteen remaining porters, now nicknamed 
Tigers’, moved up to Camp II, where Irvine joined Odell 3 These two set 
their technical skill to making a rope ladder which would help the porters over 
the Chimnc} Pitch of the North Col climb. 
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energy as they struggled upwards At 25,000 ft half the porters dumped their 
loads, exhausted The two climbers and remaining four Sherpas dragged 
themselves up another 300 ft to the site chosen for Camp V While Mallory 
organized the camp, Bruce and Shcrpa Lobsang twice returned to the 
abandoned loads and earned them up to the camp 
Camp V consisted of two 10-lb tents perched precariously on the east side 
of the ndge, out of the prevailing wind About 200 ft below, the climbers 
could see the remains of the tents occupied by Mallory and Somervell m 1922 
This time Mallory and Bruce occupied one tent, and three Sherpas the other 
Meanwhile, the second party, consisting of Norton, Somervell and six 
Sherpas, had arrived at the North Col On the next day - 2 June - they too 
began to push up the ndge Once away from the col they were exposed to the 
awful wind, and Norton later desenbed what it was like to meet the icy blast 

that was a bad moment, its memory is still fresh The wind, even at this 
early hour, took our breath away like a plunge mto the icy waters of a 
mountain lake, and in a minute or two our well-protected hands lost all 
sensation as they grasped the frozen rocks to steady us 4 

They had climbed about half way to Camp V when to their consternation 
they met Mallory’s party coming down Though it was diffi cult to hold a 
lengthy conversation m the biting wind, Norton learned enough about what 
had happened to give him serious food for thought If Mallory and Bruce, 
with the pick of the Tigers’, could not go higher on a perfect day, what 
chance was there for any of them? 

Camp V had been left intact by Mallory, so two of Norton’s porters were 
redundant and able to go back The remaining four, with Norton and 
Somervell, arrived at the camp site atlpm 

The afternoon was spent as every afternoon must always be spent under 
these condiuons On arrival one crawls mto the tent, so completely 
exhausted that for perhaps three-quarters of an hour one )ust lies in a 
sleeping-bag and rests Then duty begins to call, one member of the party 
with groans and pantmgs and frequent rests crawls out of his bag, out of the 
tent and a few yards to a neighbouring patch of snow, where he fills two big 
al uminium pots with snow, what time his companion with more panting 
and groans sits up m bed, lights the meta burner and opens some tins and 
bags of food - say a stick of pemmican, some tea, sugar and condensed milk, 
a tin of sardines or bully beef and a box of biscuits 
Presently both are again ensconced in their sleeping-bags side by side, 
with the meta cooker doing its indifferent best to produce half a pot of warm 
water from each piled pot of powdery snow It doesn’t sound a very 
formidable proceeding, and it might appear that I have rather overdrawn 
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the panting and groans, but I have earned out this routine on three or four 
occasions, and I can honestly say that I know nothing — not even the 
exertion of steep climbing at these heights — which is so utterly exhausting 
or which calls for more determination than this hateful duty of high-alutude 
cooking The process has to be repeated two or three times as, in addition to 
the preparation of the evening meal, a thermos flask or two must be filled 
with water for tomorrow’s breakfast and the cooking pots must be washed 
up Perhaps the most hateful part of the process is that some of the resultant 
mess must be eaten, and this itself is only achieved by will power, there is 
but little desire to eat - sometimes indeed a sense of nausea at the bare ldea- 
though of dnnk one cannot have enough 5 


The two tents of Camp V were pitched one above another on the slope, and 
when Norton descended to the lower tent where the four porters were 
squashed together, he found that stones from the upper tent platform had 
been dislodged and had struck two of the porters - one had a gashed head and 
the other a more senously gashed knee They looked certain non-starters for 
the morning 

As it turned out, only the porter with the head injury descended next day. 
The remaining three followed the climbers up the ridge, each man shoulder- 
ing a 20-lb load 


The day was fine, the wind less severe than previously, but two of the party 
found the gomg particularly hard Somervell, who had developed a sore throat 
again, and Semchumbi, the porter with the injured knee At 1 30 p m it 
ecame obvious that Semchumbi could carry no farther, and Norton was 
forced to make camp The height was 26,800 ft. 

hile Norton and Somervell were pushing up the ndge, Odell and Hazard 
too a day trip from Camp IV to Camp V, Odell to collect geological 
specimens, Hazard ‘just for air and exerase’ 6 In fact, Hazard had gone from 

Od u 111 10 ^ m two consecutive days and had obviously acclimatized well. 

e , who had been slow to acclimatize at first, was now coming into form 
and finding little difficulty with the atmosphere 
The two men had little in common Hazard was under something of a cloud 
over the abandonment of the porters on the North Col and in Odell’s opinion 
e really didn’t fit in with the expedition. Odell thought him ‘a curious chap’, 

hk^ ,!^ rather seIfish 7 Norton ’ t00 > had reservations- ‘a man who 
o do things on his own/ he reported to Hinks 8 

*cir'L r ^!T blC n,ght “ hlgh camp ’ Uonoa 211(1 Somervell began 
ensp, c^ 0 d^“ d 40 3 “ ““ * ** Perf-t: 

Though they reached the Yellow Band about an hour after leaving camp 
twenty steps at a tune, but not onee did he make it, thirteen steps found him 
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bent double, gasping for breath in the thin air Every five or ten minutes they 
had to sit down and rest for a couple of minutes 

Somcrv ell’s throat grew steadily more painful The thin, cold, dry air 
caught at the membranes and racked him with coughing fits which further 
drained his energy Nor was his leader in a much better state Scarcely had 
the) climbed a thousand feet when Norton began to have double vision He 
had removed his snow goggles, since the climb was on dark rock, and now his 
eyes felt sore and he had great difficulty m seeing where to pul his feet 
They climbed the easy rocks of the Yellow Band and moved across the 
North Face some five or six hundred feet below the crest of the ridge At noon 
they found themselves near the big gully which runs down the face near the 
foot of the final pyramid Somcrv ell’s throat was so bad by this time that he 
urged Norton to press on without him Norton described what happened 
next 


I left him situng under a rock iust below the topmost edge of the 
sandstone band and went on I followed the actual top edge of the band, 
which led at a very slightly uphill angle into and across the big couloir, but 
to reach the latter 1 had to turn the ends of two pronounced buttresses 
which ran down the face of -the mountain, one of which was a prolongation 
of a feature on the skyline ridge which we called the second step, and which 
looked so formidable an obstacle where it crossed the ridge that we had 
chosen the lower route rather than try and surmount it at its highest point 
From about the place where I met with these buttresses the going became a 
great deal worse, the slope was very steep below me, the foothold ledges 
narrowed to a few inches in width, and as I approached the shelter of the big 
couloir there was a lot of powdery snow which concealed the precarious 
footholds The whole face of the mountain was composed of slabs like the 
tiles on a roof, and all sloped at much the same angle as tiles I had twice to 
retrace my steps and follow a different band of strata, the couloir itself was 
filled with powdery snow into which I sank to the knee or even to the waist, 
and which was yet not of a consistency to support me in the event of a slip 
Beyond the couloir the going got steadily worse, I found myself stepping 
from tile to tile, as it were, each tile slopmg smoothly and steeply 
downwards, I began to feel that I was too much dependent on the mere 
fricuon of a boot nail on the slabs It was not exactly difficult going, but it 
was a dangerous place for a single unroped climber, as one slip would have 
sent me m all probability to the bottom of the mountain The strain of 
climbing so carefully was beginning to tell and I was getting exhausted In 
addiuon my eye trouble was getting worse and was by now a severe 
handicap I had perhaps 200 feet more of this nasty going to surmount 
before I emerged on to the north face of the final pyramid and, I believe, 
safety and an easy route to the summit It was now 1pm, anS a brief 
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calculation showed that I had no chance of climbing the remaining 800 or 
900 feet if I was to return m safety 9 

And so, half blind, full of the anguish of defeat, Norton turned back He 
had reached an altitude of 28,126 ft — easily a record and one which was not to 
be broken for almost thirty years 

When he turned back Norton was near the end of his endurance As is so 
often the case, retreat saw an evaporation of confidence and willpower, to be 
replaced by fear and tiredness — defeat is a psychological phenomenon as well 
as a physical one 

Rocks which had seemed easy when the summit was the goal now took on a 
fearsome appearance, and Norton records how as he approached the waiting 
Somervell he called for the help of the rope 
They started down together at 2 p m Somervell dropped his axe and it went 
spinning down the North Face - an ample warning to the tired climbers that 
the slopes were steeper than they seemed Descending slowly they eventually 
reached Gamp VI, collapsed the tent and weighted it with rocks, and 
continued down the ridge At sunset they were level with Camp V, which lay 
below the ndge, to their right, but they went on past, intent on reaching the 
North Col 
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As the ndge eased the) unroped, and when they reached the large snow 
patch which was such a feature of the route below' Camp V, Norton glissaded 
it to sate time He expected Somers ell to follow, but unknown to him 
Somers ell ssas fighting for his life The cough sshich had troubled him 
throughout the climb sudden!) reached a climax 

I had one of ms fits of coughing and dislodged something in my throat 
which stuck so that I could breathe neither in nor out I could not, of 
course, make a sign to Norton, or stop him, for the rope was off now, so I 
sat in the snow to die w hilst he walked on, little knowing that his companion 
was awaiting the end only a few yards behind him I made one or two 
attempts to breathe, but nothing happened Finally, I pressed my chest 
ssith both hands, gave one last almighty push - and the obstruction came 
up What a relief 1 Coughing up a little blood, I once more breathed really 
freely - more freely than 1 had done for some da>s Though the pain was 
intense, yet I was a new man, and was soon going down at a better pace than 
et cr to rejoin Norton He had thought f was hanging bad to make a sketch 
before the light went completely , and fortunately had not been worried 10 

As they staggered down to the col, an electric torch their only guide m the 
now enveloping darkness, Norton began to shout for assistance His voice 
seemed little more than a croak, but eventually there came a welcoming reply 
the support party were coming up to help them, carrying oxygen 'We don’t 
want the damned oxygen,’ Norton retorted, ‘we want drink!’ 11 

Soon Mallory and Odell loomed up m the darkness and helped the tired 
men back to Camp IV, where Irvine had soup and tea waiting for them 
That night Norton suffered excruciating pain in his eyes, and was totally 
blind for the crucial sixty hours which were to follow 
With the return of Norton and Somervell to Camp IV, the emergency 
planning worked out at the council of war a week earlier came to an end Yet 
the weather was still good, and even while his leader was making the record 
climb, Mallory had decided to fall back on the miual plans concocted on the 
plains of Tibet There would be a third attempt, by himself and Irvine 
It was to be an attempt using oxygen It will be remembered that the oxygen 
apparatus had been abandoned m the contingency planning owing to a lack of 
porterage, but during the intervening week the situation had changed 
Influenced by the good weather and the ease with which others were going up 
and down to the North Col, two more Sherpas had jomed the fifteen original 
Tigers’ In addiuon, now that Camps V and VI were established and stocked, 
the Sherpas could be used simply to carry up the oxygen bottles Mallory 
reckoned that he and Irvine could reach Camp VI without oxygen, then use 
the apparatus for the summit assault 

There was, however, one big difference between the original plan and this 
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revival of Mallory’s in the original plan four men were to make the assault m 
two pairs, whereas now Mallory and Irvine were to go it alone Once again it 
raised doubts about the wisdom of Mallory teaming up with someone so young 
and inexperienced as Irvine 

As Mallory ou tlin ed the plan to Norton at the North Col, the leader was full 
of doubts Why not take Odell? he asked Odell had been one of the slowest 
members of the expedition to acclimatize, but now that he had done so he was 
m excellent form — his stroll up to Camp V with Hazard had been evidence of 
that Furthermore he was just as familiar with the oxygen apparatus as Irvine 
— mdeed, the oxygen was his special responsibility — and, of course, he was a 
vastly more experienced climber 

All the logic pointed to Odell as the man who should go with Mallory But 
Mallory was adamant it must be Irvine Norton, blmd, in considerable pain, 
and still suffering from a sense of inferiority as far as technical climbing 
matters were concerned, offered no resistance 

it was obviously no time for me to interfere with the composition of the 
party, and when I found that Mallory had completed his plans I made no 
attempt to do so 12 

To John Noel he said, ‘There is no doubt Mallory knows he is leading a 
forlorn hope ,13 

Odell must have been terribly disappointed that Mallory’s choice had fallen 
on Irvine, and the irony was that Irvine had been Odell’s prot6g£ A further 
irony was that though both men were oxygen experts, neither of them thought 
it should be used m the final ascent, and Irvine had expressed an opinion that 
he would rather reach the foot of the final pyramid without oxygen than reach 
the summit with it He felt that if Everest was worth climbing at all, it was 
worth domg without artificial means Nevertheless he welcomed ‘almost with 
boyish enthusiasm’ his unexpected chance to go for the top with Mallory 
Irvine was not in the -best of health he had the same throat trouble as 
Somervell and was breathing heavily and with great labour. 

Taking everything into account common sense dictated that Odell was the 
man for the job Why then did Mallory continue to insist on Irvine 5 One is 
forced to the conclusion that no recognizable logic played a part in Mallory’s 
decision Was it after all, as Duncan Grant has suggested, that Mallory chose 
Irvine partly on aesthetic grounds 5 

Incredible though this may seem, it was, in the final analysis, quite m 
keeping with Mallory’s character And this was the final analysis Mallory was 
now thirty-eight years old Fame and fortune alike had eluded him Did he see 
this as his last chance for fame, and perhaps even immortality 5 Was he an 
ageing Galahad making a last desperate bid to find his Holy Grail and choosing 
as companion a >oung man who embodied all he himself had once been? 
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Sir Francis Younghusband wrote 

He knew the dangers before him and was prepared to meet them But he 
was a man of wisdom and imagination as well as daring He could see all that 
success meant Everest was the embodiment of the physical forces of the 
world Against it he had to pit the spirit of man He could see the )oy in the 
faces of his comrades if he succeeded He could imagine the thrill his 
success would cause among all fellow mountaineers, the credit it would 
bring to England, the interest all over the world, the name it would bring 
him, the enduring satisfaction to himself that he had made his life worth 
while All this must have been in his mmd He had known the sheer 
exhilarauon of the struggle in his minor climbs among the Alps And now 
on mighty Everest exhilarauon would be turned into exaltauon - not at the 
time, perhaps, but later on assuredly Perhaps he never exaedy formulated 
it, yet in his mind must have been present the idea of ‘all or nothing’ Of the 
two altemauves, to turn back a third ume, or to die, the latter was for 
Mallory probably the easier The agony of the first would be more than he as 
a man, as a mountaineer, and as an arust, could endure 14 

The 5th of June was spent resting at the North Col, Norton m a tent shaded 
from the light by sleeping bags Somervell descended to Camp III and from 
there went on to Base Camp, Hazard came up to the col to act as reserve m 
place of Irvine 

The next day Mallory and Irvine, with eight porters, set off for Camp V 
The blind Norton shook their hands and wished them good luck, but on the 
whole it was a silent departure with an air of inevitability about it The 
climbers each carried an oxygen set and their personal gear for that day, the 
Sherpas the extra oxygen and spare bedding They were soon out of view, and 
it was not until 5 o’clock that evening that four of the Sherpas returned with 
the message that Camp V had been occupied successfully Mallory sent Odell 
a scribbled message ‘There is no wind here and dungs look hopeful ,l5 
Meanwhile Hingston, the team doctor who had no pretensions to being a 
mountaineer, manfully reached Camp IV to attend to the injured Norton He 
could do htde except confirm that it was snow blindness and was a temporary 
if painful affliction That same day, with the help of Hazard he got the leader 
down to Camp III 

On the following day, 7 June, Mallory and Irvine climbed up from Camp V 
to Camp VI Odell, in support with the Sherpa Nema, went up to Camp V, 
where eventually an unpleasant bombardment of stones dislodged from the 
ridge above announced the return of Mallory’s four porters The Sherpa 
Lakpa reported to Odell that the sahibs were fit and well and satisfactorily 
ensconced m Camp VI He brought two scribbled messages from Mallory, 
one for Odell and the other for John Noel 
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Dear Odell, 

We’re awfully sorry to have left things in such a mess - our Unna cooker 
rolled down the slope at the last moment. Be sure of getting back to IV 
tomorrow m time to evacuate before dark as I hope to In the tent I must 
have left a compass - for the Lord’s sake rescue it, we are without To here 
on 90 atmospheres for the two days - so we’ll probably go on two cylinders— 
but it’s a bloody load for climbing Perfect weather for the job 

Yours ever, 

G Mallory 16 


Dear Noel, 

We’ll probably start early tomorrow (8th) m order to have clear weather. 
It won’t be too early to start looking for us either crossing the rock band or 
going up skyline at 8 00 p m 

Yours ever, 

G Mallory 17 

Odell’s porter, Nema, was suffering from altitude sickness, so the climber 
sent him down with the others, determining to spend the night alone at Camp 
V The porters returned that same night to Camp III - a considerable 
performance on the part of Lakpa and his companions, for they had climbed 
from 25,000 to 27,000 ft carrying 20-lb. loads, then descended from 27,000 ft 
to 21,000, all in a smgle day and without oxygen 18 

On the evening of the final assault, the camps settled down full of 
expectancy and not a little apprehension At Camp III, below the North Col, 
there was Norton, Bruce, Noel and Hingston, Hazard occupied Camp IV on 
the col itself, Odell was at Camp V entirely alone, while the spearhead of the 
attack, Mallory and Irvine, were at Camp V I 
In order to understand what followed next day, it is necessary to have a clear 
idea of the upper part of the mountain A little distance above Camp V I lay 
the Yellow Band of slabby, fairly easy-angled rock, littered with detritus and 
overlapping like gigantic roofing tiles Taking a sloping hue across this, 
upwards and to the nght, brought one to the ndge at the foot of a distinctive 
tower called the First Step, where a stratum of darker rock, the Black Band, 
much steeper than the Yellow Band, ran across the North Face Well to the 
nght, both Black and Yellow Bands were cut by a deep gully Above the First 
Step the ndge itself ran narrowly upwards to meet the more formidable 
Second Step, a cliff descnbed as looking like the prow of a warship, and about 
100 ft high Beyond this lay the final summit cone, which seemed to offer no 
climbing difficulties 

The problem was how to overcome or circumvent the First and Second 
teps Should they be assaulted head on, as it were, along the crest of the 
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short distance from the base of the final pyramid down the snowy first part 
of the crest of the North-east Arete The lower ‘first rock step’ is about an 
equivalent distance again to the left Owing to the small portion of the 
summit ridge uncovered I could not be precisely certain at which of these 
two ‘steps’ they were, as m profile and from below they are very similar, but 
at the time I took it for the upper ‘second step’ However, I am a little 
doubtful now whether the latter would not be hidden by the projecting 
nearer ground from my position below on the face I could see that they 
were moving expeditiously as if endeavouring to make up for lost time. 
True, they were moving one at a time over what was apparently but 
moderately difficult ground, but one cannot definitely conclude from this 
that they were roped together - a not unimportant consideration m any 
estimate of what may have eventually befallen them 19 

Odell reached Camp VI about 2pm, just as the wind mcreased and snow 
began to fall Sheltering m the tiny tent he found the inside to be as one might 
expect - a jumble of sleeping bags, spare clothes, some food, oxygen cylinders 
and bits of oxygen apparatus More bits- of apparatus and carrying frames lay 
outside the tent There was no note or message of any kind 

It continued to snow and Odell wondered whether conditions higher up 
might have forced the climbers to retreat If such was the case they might have 
difficulty in finding Camp VI in the storm because it was in a somewhat 
concealed position, so Odell left the tent and climbed a further 200 ft up the 
ndge, whistling and yodelling to attract their attention 20 In the driving snow, 
visibility was down to a few yards and it was bitterly cold Odell tried to 
distract himself with geology but within an hour he gave up the struggle, 
realizing that if Mallory and Irvine had gone a considerable distance along the 
ndge they would not be back for some time He went back to the tent 
The storm, which had lasted about two hours, suddenly abated as he 
regamed Camp VI The mist rolled away and sunshme bathed the mountam 
Odell scanned the ndge and summit cone, but could see no sign of the two 
climbers 

Though the seeds of anxiety were already germinating in his mind, Odell 
knew that he could not wait for the missing climbers He must leave Camp VI 
and return to the North Col Such had been Mallory’s instructions in that final 
note, and in any case should the two climbers return late from then summit 
bid they might choose to spend the night at Camp VI, where there was only 
room for two people Nor could he see any point in another lonely night at 
Camp V - he was 'still feelmg splendidly fit - so he left Camp VI at 4 30 p m 
and by an astonishingly rapid descent arrived at the North Col camp at 6 45 
P m , where he joined the awaiting Hazard 
The evening was fine and a pale moonlight allowed Odell and Hazard to 
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watch the upper slopes for signs of their companions They saw nothing - not 
even n distress finre, which they were now half expecting 
Next morning It remained fine The men at the North Co! examined 
through field glasses the tiny tents of Camp V and V I high above but could see 
no signs of movement By noon, Odell decided he must once agnin go up to 
Camp VI nnd so, collecting two Sherpas, he set out on the arduous ascent As 
they climbed up from the col they discovered the bitter cross winds of Everest 
had risen again and they had a hard struggle to reach Camp V There they 
spent a sleepless night, the tents rocking in the gusts of wind and the 
temperatures so low that Odell was chilled through despite using two sleeping 
bags and wearing all lus clothes 

On the following morning the wind was as strong and cold as ever nnd the 
two porters could not be induced to climb further Odell sent them back to 
Camp IV and continued up the ridge alone 

At Camp V he had recovered the oxygen set he had brought up on his last 
visit and now he wore n on his climb to Camp V I He found , however, that the 
gas gave him little assistance, nnd before lie reached the camp he had stopped 
using it In this respect, Odell’s experience was different from that of everyone 
else who had used oxygen at altitude, and he concluded that he wns 
sufficiently acclimatized to derive no benefit from it Tor almost a fortnight lie 
had lived more or less continuously at 23,000 ft or higher - and found oxygen 
superfluous 

Camp VI was just ns he had left it two days previously Mallory and Irvine 
had not returned Out into the buffeting, freezing wind went Odell once 
more, in a desperately fuule search for the missing climbers Tor two hours he 
struggled upwards, looking for some clue that might offer a key to the tragedy 
- for tragedy it now undoubtedly wns Nobody could have survived two nights 
in the open on the upper slopes of Everest 
When lie returned to the tent he dragged out the sleeping bags and laid 
them out on a patch of snow in the form of a letter T - his pre arranged signal 
to Hazard, who was watching through binoculars, that the worst had 
happened 

Meanwhile, at Camp III, Norton nnd the others were becoming anxious at 
the lack of communication from Camp IV Noel hnd trained the telephoto lens 
of his cind camera on the summit pyramid, three miles distant, In accordance 
with Mallory’s note, but 8am came and went without sight of the climbers 
and by 10 a m the mountain wns obscured by mist flic day wore on nnd 
when no word had reached him about the fate of the party on the morning of 9 
June, Norton sent a message by two Sherpas up to Camp 1 V 

Norton to Odell 9 6 24 
No III Camp, 11 10 am 
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Dear Odell, 

The absence of signal from you spells disaster I fear I have remained here 
to see the end of it, but am I fear useless myself to come and help - in fact 
the same applies to everyone here, as no one could get high enough to be of 
any help in time 

My instructions are as follows 

» 

1 Watch the mountain - particularly the N Arete up to camp VI - all day 
with Irvine’s binoculars for possible distress signals, and keep a watch 
(coolies) posted m reliefs as a sentry at night for 2 or 3 hours after dark for 
flares (there are flares in both V and V I) 

2 Search is useless except of VI Camp or beyond, and I won’t have more 
parties committed so far m the present state of weather, so unless you 
have anyone fit enough to reach V I and back to I V tomorrow m the day 
don’t attempt it If you can see V I (I am not sure if you can) and there is 
no sign of life then search to VI is useless 

3 Remain m support - interpreting this in accordance with above 2 paras — 
until 4pm tomorrow or until snow begins to fall in a dangerous 
condition, and then come down at once with everyone in Camp IV. If by 
any chance a party starts for VI ( a forlorn hope I have very little use for) 
tomorrow and weather gets bad they must return to I V and on here at 
once, abandoning further efforts. 

I send you this principally to give you a definite time limit, and for you to 
clearly understand that the guiding principle must be not to risk a single other 
life English or Tibetan on the remote chance of retrieving the inevitable 

You are the man on the spot and within these limits must use your own 
discretion 

Your position is a most trying one old boy and I fully sympathize with 
you 

Excuse writing as my thumb is frostbitten 
Please keep this letter as an official record 
P S These two porters bring a little porters grub and a one man sick earner, 
they should return here tomght unless you have anyone sick etc whom you 
want to send m their place 

P P S If by any chance anyone goes up the mountain tomorrow please put 
out the 3 blanket signal (as used for summoning Hazard) and leave it out 
while party is away Previously arranged signals to denote Mallory’s return 
and success or failure stand 21 

But even as the message was bemg Iabonously carried up to the col, the 
watchers at Camp III could see Odell setting out on his second journey up the 
ndge There was nothing they could do but watch, wait and pray John Noel 
recorded the tension of the moment. 

130 



‘The Finest Cenotaph in the World ’ 

Two whole days and nights had now gone by, with hope fading at every 
hour Norton, recovered sufficiently from snow-blindness, paced back- 
wards and forwards m front of his tent, speaking little, visibly affected and, 
I think, already resigned to the worst Hingston had all his medical aids 
ready and was prepared to go out at once in answer to a call from the 
support party up on the mountain I had left my photographic station on the 
Cliff above the camp and now had my men posted at my telescope erected in 
the middle of Snowficld Camp The men took it in turns to scan the 
mountain during every hour and moment of daylight Norton, Bruce, 
Hingston and I sat about near the little Whymper tent we used for the mess 
Now and then we called over to the watchers on the telescope, ‘Kutch 
Dckta?’ - ‘Do you see anything?’ The men turned and shook their heads 
each time ‘Kutch Nahin, Sahib’ - “Nothing at all, sir ,n 

Once Odell had accepted the inevitability of Mallory’s and Irvine’s deaths 
there was little he could do but return to Camp IV and pass on the sad 
message From the tiny tent he collected Mallory’s compass and one of the 
special oxygen sets which Irvine had devised, pathetic mementoes of the 
vanished men On his arrival back at the col he read Norton’s message and at 
once prepared a signal made of six blankets in the form of a cross It meant 
simply ‘death’ 

At Camp III the watchers saw the signal and had their worst fears 
confirmed Norton held a conference to decide what to do next, but the futility 
and further danger of organizing any sort of search party was soon apparent 
He had Hingston lay out three rows of blankets as an answering signal to the 
col ‘Abandon hope and come down ’ To London he sent the fateful news in a 
coded telegram 

OBTERRAS LONDON - MALLORY IRVINE NOVE REMAINDER ALCEDO - 
NORTON RONGBUK 23 

And on the next day, the 10th, when Odell and Hazard with their one 
remaining porter descended to Camp III they found only Hingston and 
Shebbeare remaining - the former m case medical help was required, the latter 
because he was m charge of evacuating all camps down to Base Two days 
later, all but Shebbeare were gathered at Base Camp and the full tale 
was recounted 

There was no question of a further attempt on the mountain, or even of 
making extensive searches of the upper Rongbuk Glacier for the bodies of 
Mallory and Irvine The latter was an almost impossible task and in any case it 
was not known whether the two climbers had fallen at all The monsoon was 
rolling in, and nobody was fit enough to continue 

‘Our attempts for the year are definitely finished,’ wrote Norton in his 
report to the Committee ‘I enclose a medical report on the six surviving 
climbers All were part worn before the attempt of the last 10 days all are now 
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entirely hors de combat for high climbing, and the same applies to the porters, 
though m their case more from consideration of ‘moral’ than of physical 
disability ,24 

In fact Hmgston had told him that all those who had been above Camp IV 
had dilated hearts, and though the damage was not permanent, further effort 
might cause lasting injury 

One of those least affected was, curiously enough, Odell, who had spent 
longer at high altitudes than anyone else Between 31 May and 1 1 June he had 
been three times up and down from Camp III to Camp IV (23,000ft) and 
from there once to Camp V (25,500 ft) and twice to Camp VI (26,800ft) His 
two ascents to Camp VI were made over four consecutive days Apart from 
one night at Camp III he had spent twelve consecutive days and nights at 
23,000 ft or higher Moreover, he did n without the use of oxygen apparatus 
Two years earlier such a feat would have been considered impossible, and it 
is not too much to claim that Odell’s adaptation to altitude was the most 
valuable lesson of the 1924 expedition 

There were only three days remaining before the expedition broke up to go 
their various ways, the mam body to the Rongshar valley to recuperate, John 
Noel to Shekar Dzong and the Chumbi valley, and Hazard to accompany the 
surveyor, Han Singh Thapa, on a survey of the West Rongbuk Glacier Before 
they moved out, however, Somervell and Beetham superintended the building 
of a memorial cairn on the most prominent moraine overlooking Base Camp 
It was a substantial affair a deep square plinth surmounted by a seven-foot- 
high pyramid built from moraine stones Let into the pyramid were four 
tablets of the grey-green slate so often used for carving mam stones The top 
one read in memory of three Everest expeditions and the others 
recorded the death of Kellas m 1921, the seven Sherpas who died in 1922, and 
Mallory, Irvine, Shamsher and Bahadur who had died in 1924 - a gnm 
reminder that the three expeditions had cost twelve lives 25 
Base Camp was evacuated on 15 June By coincidence it was the day the 
monsoon broke. 

News of the disappearance of Mallory and Irvme shocked and thrilled the 
world Condolence letters and telegrams poured mto the Committee and there 
was a message of sympathy from the King At the Wembley Exhibition a 
wreath of bay leaves was laid on the Everest Model 
On behalf of the Committee, Norman Collie sent a telegram to Norton 

Committee warmly congratulates whole party heroic achievements pub- 
lished today especially appreciate consummate leadership All deeply 
moved by glorious death lost climbers near summit Best wishes speedy 
restoration everyone health Collie. 26 

Hinks followed this up with a letter 
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If anything could mitigate our sorrow in the loss of Mallory and Irvine it 
is the knowledge that they died somewhere higher than any man had ever 
been before, and it is possible for their relatives to think of them as lying 
perhaps even at the summit 

I found your cablegram dated Phan June 19 awaiting me on amval at 
work on June 20 and very soon had it decoded The relatives were informed 
of the sad news that day and it was made public m The Times and associated 
newspapers on the Saturday morning We have been overwhelmed with 
telegrams and messages of sympathy from the King, from many geographic- 
al societies and climbing clubs all over the world and from numbers of 
individuals in this country The papers have vied with one another in paying 
their respect to the glonous memory of Mallory and Irvine 

What strikes us all m contrast to 1922 is the magnificent leadership and 
orgamzauon of the whole thing by which everyone supported everyone else 
and there was none of the rather go as you please style of Camps 3 and 4 in 
1922 Whatever Hingston proved to you scientifically about the deteriora- 
tion of the brain at high altitudes you have routed him triumphantly by 
showing as fine grip of circumstances as any man could have shown Let me 
congratulate you especially upon your despatch of June 6 from Camp 3 - 
dictated when you were snow blinded to a secretary with a strained heart It 
was a superb performance 27 

When Odell’s story was published in The Tones he gave his opinion on the 
likelihood of the climbers reaching the top Later he expressed it thus 

The question remains, ‘Has Mount Everest been climbed?’ It must be left 
unanswered, for there is no direct evidence But bearing in mind all the 
circumstances and considering their position when last seen, I think 
myself, there is a strong probability that Mallory and Irvine succeeded 28 

Hrnks wrote to Mrs Bruce that this news ‘put the tragedy upon an 
altogether higher level, and redeems it from what might have been unredeem- 
able disaster into a very fine and glonous achievement’ 29 

As to whether the summit was reached opinions were divided General 
Bruce, in Darjeeling, thought it likely ‘Anyhow it’s dreadful - heartbreaking 
but wonderful,’ he concluded in a letter to Hrnks 30 
Tom Longstaff, who had been on the 1922 expediuon and was a great 
admirer of Mallory, had no qualms in the matter either In a letter to a fnend 
he wrote 

It was my good luck to know both of them such splendid fellows 

Mallory wrote m the last letter I got from him, “We are going to sail to the 
top this time and God with us — or stamp to the top with our teeth in the 
wind ’ I would not quote an idle boast, but this wasn’t - they got there 
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alright Somehow they were 4 hours late, but at 12 50 they were less than 
800 ft below and only a quarter of a mile away from the summit: Odell 
reports them movmg quickly therefore the oxygen was working well, 
nothing could have stopped these two with the goal well in their grasp at 
long last It is obvious to any climber that they got up (see Sir Martin 
Conway and Winthrop Young’s letters m The Times ) You cannot expect of 
that pair to weigh the chances of return — I should be weighing them still —it 
sounds a fair day probably they were above those clouds that hid them from 
Odell, how they must have appreciated that view of half the world; it was 
worthwhile to them, now they’ll never grow old and I am very sure they 
would not change places with any of us One can speculate endlessly as to 
what happened, I hope it was at the top and that they’ll be found there, 
sitting m state, and be left in peace Of course Everest will be ascended 
again but not very often The Himalaya are too narrow from North to South 
there, Everest is too near the Plains, the undiluted regime of the Monsoon 
bumps too suddenly against the extremely different climate of the high 
lands of Tibet, 10,000 devils are continually contending up there . . . 31 

Others were less certain Freshfield was one, he questioned whether the 
summit could have been climbed m the hours of daylight left, and concluded 
‘I come back with sorrow to what I wrote in March that two is too small a 
party for so big a mountain. A larger party or a supporting party are essential 
for relative safety Circumstances may however have made either impossible 
and I am not the one to blame climbers who cheerfully take the risk ,32 
Norton himself also had doubts whether an ascent had been accomplished 
‘It remains a case of “not proven”,’ he wrote, ‘and that is all that can be said 
about itJ 33 

This so infuriated Winthrop Young, the arch-supporter of Mallory and the 
man who had got him on the Everest team m the first place, that he wrote 

after nearly 20 years knowledge of Mallory as a mountaineer, I can say 
. that difficult as it would have been for any mountaineer to turn back 
with the only difficulty past — to Mallory it would have been an impossibil- 
ity I could go into this at length but it is not necessaiy The fact that 
Norton has to depend on this alone m opposing Odell’s opinion rather 
confirms than shakes my own opinion that the accident occurred on the 
descent (as most do) and that if that is so, the peak was first climbed 
because Mallory was Mallory 

Of course there must always be an inclination in such an open question 
for those who hope to return to the attack to care to think the summit still 
unclimbed It is an emotion which above all things these fine fellows should 
av oid givmg to the public unless there is more evidence to contradict the 
probable interpretauon of the facts as we all know them now equally 34 
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For The Times the question was of more than academic interest Under the 
terms of their agreement with the Committee, they were obliged to hand over 
another £1,000 if the summit was reached In view of the immense publicity 
they were quite anxious to pay, providing they got a definite ruling on the 
matter, but the Committee could not bring themselves to do this, as Hinks 
explained to the newspaper 

The Committee cannot properly give you statements which are made in 
the reports from Col Norton We all hope that they reached the top and like 
to think of them resting there rather than at the head of the mam Rongbuk 
Glacier after a fall, but there does not seem to be any possibility of a definite 
conclusion and I think >ou will agree the Committee can hardly be in a 
position to make any positive statement 35 

The Times, rather regretfully one feels, declined to pay 

In the eyes of God all human beings are equal, in the eyes of men, some are 
more equal than others Many men have lost their fives on Everest, often in 
strange or dramatic circumstances, but none have aroused the interest or the 
emotions of the public so much as Mallory and Irvine did The reasons for this 
are not difficult to identify the story embodies all the virtues of the British 
public school spirit of the day, still secretly and wistfully admired by the 
nation which has now lost it, a true-life tale that could have been lifted straight 
from the pages of the Boy’s Own Paper without altering a sentence Moreover 
it has the added attracuon of being a mystery story, for nobody knoWs what 
really happened on that fateful day in June 

Such evidence as there is, is scanty and inconclusive All that anyone knows 
is that Mallory and Irvine spent the night of 7 June at Camp VI, had gone 
when Odell arrived next day, and never returned 

Presumably the two men attempted to reach the summit on 8 June That 
was certainly their wtenuon and, of course, Odell’s evidence substanuates it 
But Odell’s sighting was inconclusive and the pity is that so much of the 
conjecture must depend upon it Indeed, until 1933, when there was another 
attempt on the mountain, Odell’s sighting was the only evidence, but in that 
year Wyn Hams discovered an ice axe which could only have belonged to 
Mallory or Irvine It was lying on some smooth, brown, ‘boiler plate’ slabs 
about sixty feet from the crest of the ridge and 250 yards before the First Step 
It was undamaged and the maker’s name - Jos Wilfisch, Bergfiihrer, 
Taesch-Zermatt - could clearly be seen engraved upon it However, as 
Wilfisch ice axes were standard issue to the 1924 expedition, there was no 
means of identifying its owner 34 

How did the axe come to be lying on the slab? One interpretation is that it 
was dropped from the ridge early in the climb, and came to rest where it was 
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later found In which case the two climbers must have decided to press on 
with only one axe between them — not an unlikely decision on a route 
predominantly rocky, where the axe would be of only occasional use, and 
especially with the ultimate climbing prize at stake It could be, of course, that 
if this is what did happen, the loss of the axe contributed to some later 
accident in which the climbers were killed 37 

Of course, a more sinister interpretation is that the axe itself marked the 
scene of the accident If such is the case, it can only have happened during the 
descent, because when Odell saw the two men they were higher up the ridge 
than the place where the axe was found 

On the face of it a very simple but convincing explanation of the mystery 
can be built on the assumption that the axe marked the scene of an accident 
Mallory and Irvine, it can be assumed, made an unaccountably late start, 
which is why they were not very far along the ndge when Odell saw them at 
12 50 p m At 2 p m , possibly while they were trying to climb the difficult 
Second Step, they were hit by the snowstorm and decided to retreat They 
battled down the ndge in the teeth of the gale and all went well until they 
reached the fatal slab where one of them slipped The other laid down his ice 
axe m order to grab the rope with both hands to save his companion - but the 
impetus was too great, he was plucked from his stance, and both men fell to 
their deaths 

The storm ended at 4 p m and the sky cleared Could the two men have 
descended that far m two hours? Possibly they could, but if so, then Odell, 
when he resumed his watch, must only just have missed seeing the accident. 

Against this theory one must set the nature of the place itself At the point 
where the ice axe was found the slab was easily angled, and though the rocks 
steepened below, it was the sort of place climbers would normally tackle 
unroped 38 If Mallory and Irvine were unroped, of course, an accident to one 
of them would not have affected the other, and there would have been a 
survivor, unless one stretches comcidence to assume two accidents But the 
slab was so easy that even a slip was unlikely to prove serious, as a body just 
would not slide far, and if they were roped together it would be easy for one 
man to hold the other on the rope 

Nevertheless, if an accident took place on the slabs then Mallory and Irvine 
must have roped together If it was mght, they probably would have roped, 
but that presumes a very long descent from the ndge, and Odell, who was 
watching after the storm, would surely have seen two black dots picked out 
against the ndge made white with freshly fallen snow If they descended, they 
must have done so dunng the storm, and one can imagine the weariness they 
felt, for nothing is so unng as defeat 

Tired as they were, perhaps they kept the rope on Perhaps the normally 
easy rock was made slipper* by the freshly fallen snow on which one of them 
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skidded, falling on to his back and, with his two oxygen cylinders acting like 
skis, shooting off the face pulling his companion with him 

If that is what happened, it was a classic example of the climbing adage that 
accidents usually occur m the easy places, when the climber has relaxed and is 
less alert than he might be It is certainly the simplest explanation of the 
mystery and yet - would one man puli the other off in such a way and in such a 
place? Were they even carrying oxygen cylinders? 

If Mallory and Irvine were not wearing oxygen sets, then the risk of a slip on 
the slabs was negligible - and there is no evidence that oxygen was being used 
Though the two men had taken oxygen cylinders and sets up to Camp VI , and 
oxygen was ostensibly the reason why Irvine was Mallory’s partner, Odell 
found many parts of the oxygen sets lying scattered round the tent when he 
got there Could it be that the sets were malfunctioning and that Irvine had 
been unable to fix them? Odell at first thought that the spare parts were just a 
symptom of Irvine’s incessant mechanical tinkering, but he has since express- 
ed doubts whether oxygen was used on that unfortunate day If Irvine had 
been struggling with the sets m the morning, that might also account for then- 
late start 39 

So much depends on Odell’s sighting of the two climbers Longstaff 
suggested that what he actually saw were two choughs and Smythe suggested 
it might have been two rocks, and it is true that m the mountains it is easy to 
mistake distant rocks for human figures But Odell was quite adamant ‘I am 
prepared to maintain that I saw two human figures moving deliberately and 
expeditiously,’ he wrote m 1934 ^ He was about 700 yards away at the time, 
and we can only assume that what he saw was Mallory and Irvine 

But they were not at the Second Step, as he imagined From such evidence 
as we have we know that the Second Step is a formidable obstacle a smooth 
wall of black rock, sheer and possibly overhanging, about 100 ft high 
Members of the 1933 expedition who passed close below the step as they 
traversed across the North Face thought it looked an impossible obstacle The 
only climbers actually to tackle it have been the Chinese In their account of 
the first ascent in 1960 they describe it as a ‘sheer and slippery’ rock wall, 
30 m high, which tallies closely with the 1933 description ‘After searching 
around the bottom of the rock wall, we decided to ascend along a razor-edge 
ndge hardly a metre wide [sic'] and then turn to the right to climb up the 
step ,<l At the top there was a three-metre slab which caused a great deal of 
trouble, and altogether the climbing of the step took five hours Even allowing 
for the many Inconsistencies of the Chinese report, it is obvious that the 
Second Step could not be climbed in five minutes , as Odell suggested 

An interesting theory has been put forward that the other side of the Second 
Step, overlooking the cast face of the mountain, could be a straightforward 
snow slope without technical difficulues, but even so to climb 100 ft in fne 
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minutes needs a climbing rate of 1 ,200 ft per hour, which at that altitude, even 
with oxygen, is patently impossible In any case, if there was an easy way 
round the Second Step the Chinese climbers would surely have discovered it 
If the hump that Odell watched the two men climb was not the Second 
Step, nor was it the First Step, for observers are agreed that this obstacle could 
be turned by a traverse on the North Face It might, however, have been one 
of the lesser humps in between the First and Second Steps If it was, why were 
the climbers so late m arriving at this point on the ndge? 

Several possibilities present themselves First of all there is the possibility 
that malfunctioning oxygen sets prevented an early start, allied to which is the 
slower rate of climb if the two men decided to dispense with oxygen 
altogether The only evidence for this is the oxygen apparatus parts strewn 
about Camp VI, against it is Odell’s observation that the two men seemed to 
be ‘moving expeditiously’, which must mean he saw a certam alacrity, and 
that is very unlikely for two men without oxygen at that altitude They would 
be moving slowly, ponderously even 

Another alternative is that they set out early as intended, with oxygen, and 
struck the First Step too low down The configuration of the mountain at this 
pomt is such that it tends to tempt the climber away to the right, below the 
ndge. Mallory might have followed this tempting fine only to realize after a 
while that there was no chance of getting back onto the ndge as the rocks were 
too steep, and that he was bound to end up in Norton’s gully 42 Realizing that 
the only way onto the ndge was at the First Step, he deliberately turned back 
to tackle the problem anew 

But would Mallory do that? He might have, had he realized his mistake 
early enough, in which case he would not be much behind schedule, yet there 
are five hours to be accounted for Surely he would not give up so much time 
and oxygen for the sake of a theory that might prove wrong anyway? Rather 
would he have pressed on and tned to force Norton’s route up the Great 
Gully, e\en though he thought it mfenor to the ndge route 

According to the note he sent Odell, Mallory was to go for the top with two 
cylinders of oxygen instead of the usual four, and so he would have little to 
spare for such diversions, even had he not been pressed for time To be short 
of one thing might be unfortunate, as Lady Bracknell would have observed, to 
be short of two would be downright carelessness 
The loss of an ice axe would not account for the lateness of the climbers On 
the rock ndge it would not slow them down at all - quite the reverse in fact - 
and they are unlikely to have spent five hours searching for it. 

Unless one accepts a malfunction of the oxygen apparatus (and Odell’s 
sighting seems to rule this out) there doesn’t seem any explanation of the 
crucial time factor - unless the hump which Odell saw them climbing was above 
the Second Step If the relatively incxpenenced Chinese climbers were able to 
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surmount the Second Step, Mallory would certainly have been capable of it 
The time taken by the Chinese was five hours, which is exactly the gap so 
inexplicable m Mallory and Irvine’s attempt 

If we assume that the two climbers were just above the Second Step at 12 50 
p m , they had before them the summit cone of about 800 ft still to climb - 
two to three hours of effort even allowing for a fast climbing rate, and not 
necessarily as easy as it appears m distant photographs They would have been 
laboriously climbing this when the storm struck at 2 p m 
From Odell’s account we know that when the storm cleared after two hours 
there was no sign of anyone on cither the ridge or summit cone, and against 
the white backcloth of freshly fallen snow, two moving black dots would have 
been clearly visible So the second reasonable hypothesis would read like 
this 

Mallory and Irvine set out from Camp VI early on the morning of 8 June, 
wearing oxygen apparatus They made good time, but as they approached the 
ndge one of them dropped his ice axe, which went sliding off down the slabs 
below Undeterred by this mishap they reached the First Step, turned it on 
the north and continued along the ndge until they came to the Second Step 
This proved to be a formidable obstacle, taking a long ume to overcome, but 
once above it their goal seemed m sight Though conscious that they were now 
short of time and oxygen they pressed on m a calculated risk - the calculauons 
perhaps distorted by excitement, ambiuon and the seeming nearness of the 
great prize But their luck ran out hit by the storm, possibly gasping their last 
mouthfuls of oxygen, they either fell or died of exposure before they reached 
the summit 43 

Another theory has been put forward by the Amencan writer Tom Holzel 
He argues that when the two climbers reached the top of the Second Step they 
realized that they did not have enough oxygen left to reach the summit, and so 
it was decided to split up Irvine contrived to transfer most of his oxygen to 
Mallory, and to descend immediately to Camp VI Mallory, alone and with 
sufficient oxygen, could have made a rapid ascent of the final slopes and 
reached the summit by 3 p m Both men were caught by the storm Irvine as 
he descended the ndge, Mallory as he reached the summit Tired, and 
stumbling down slabs made slippery by the fiesh snow, Irvine fell to his 
death, leaving his axe behind Mallory, now out of oxygen and desperately 
faugued, was unable to complete the descent and likewise perished 

Holzel’s theory is attracuve m so far as it gets Mallory to the summit, but it 
hardly squares with Mallory’s character and upbringing Even allowing for 
Mallory’s fanaucal determmauon to reach the summit, he would never have 
sent young Irvine down the ridge alone Once above the Second Step they 
were committed together, and would have seen it through together, or 
perished in the attempt Moreover the transference of oxygen from Irvine to 


139 



ChaptcrS 

Mallory would have been rather difficult, if not impossible, to effect under the 
conditions 44 

So we are left with alternative explanations which fit the known facts Either 
the men were late setting out because of oxygen difficulties, turned back at the 
Second Step when the storm came on, and fell to their deaths at the spot 
indicated by the ice axe, or they set out as planned and died m the storm as 
they approached the summit 

Some day perhaps a chmbing party will come across the remains of Mallory 
and Irvine where they have lam now for more than half a century. Such things 
are not unknown in the mysterious world of the mountains But until that 
happens, nobody can say for certain what happened on 8 June 1924 

There have been several psychical explanations of Mallory’s and Irvine’s 
deaths, which is perhaps a measure of the public emotion their disappearance 
caused 

The first recorded instance seems to have been that of the Austrian climber 
Fndo Kordon, who in 1926 attended a seance with his son actmg as medium. 
According r to Kordon, the spirits told him Mallory and Irvine reached the 
summit at 5 p m , where Irvine collapsed and died shortly afterwards Mallory 
buried him there and marked the grave with a cairn of stones Mallory then 
began his descent but fell 150 metres and was killed 45 

A year later Odell was approached by a man m Canada who also claimed to 
have attended a seance m which the medium told them Mallory and Irvine 
reached the summit, and there seems little doubt that there were several such 
stones going round at the time 

Some time later a retired artist called Williamson living m Shetland wrote to 
Odell, whom he knew, to say that a psychic fnend of his had died and had 
passed on a message to say he had been m touch with Irvine Irvine had told 
him that he and Mallory had reached the summit very late On the way down, 
unroped, Mallory had shpped to his death Irvine, alone and frozen by the 
intense cold, had earned on for a short distance, then overcome by fatigue had 
rested on a slab below the ndge He laid his axe down, and as he huddled 
himself against the cold, Mallory had suddenly re-appeared ‘Come on, old 
chap, it’s time for us to be going on,’ he said 

Odell claims that when he told this story to Somervell, whose strong 
Chnsuan beliefs did not exclude a scientific attitude to the paranormal, the 
latter thought there might be something in it 46 

There was a memonal service in memory of George Herbert Leigh Mallory 
and Andrew Comyn Irvine at St Paul’s Cathedral on 17 October 1924 Besides 
relations and close fnends there were representatives of the royal family, 
members of previous Everest expeditions, of the Alpine Club and the Royal 
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Geographical Society The service was conducted by the Bishop of Chester - 
both Millorv nnd Irvine being Cheshire men 

Public interest remained intense Arrangements had been made earlier for a 
public lecture in O-tolxr Htnks had planned to hire the Albert Hall if the 
expedition was successful and the smaller Central Hall at \Xcstminstcr if it 
was not rhcrc was no question now but that the Albert Hall was needed 
The press ran articles full of speculation and impoism Inevitably the 
question arose whether it was worth the sacrifice, and the Monwig Post 
replied 

In the davs of peace Lngland will always hold some who are not content 
with humdrum routine and soft living The spirit which animated the 
attacls on 1 seres! is the same as that which has prompted arctic and other 
expeditions, and in earlier times led to the formation of the Empire itself 
Who shall say that ans of its manifestations arc not worth while' Who shall 
say that its inspiration has not a far reaching influence on the race 5 It is 
certain that it would grow rusty with disuse, and expeditions like the 
attempt to scale Lv crest serve to whet the sword of ambition and courage 1,7 

Ruth Mallory wrote to Geoffrey Winthrop Young 

Whether he got to the top of the mountain or did not, whether he lived or 
died, makes no difference to my admiration for him I think 1 have got the 
pain separate There is so much of it, and it will go on so long that I must do 
that 

Oh Geoffrey, if only it hadn’t happened! It so easily might not have 88 
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Major Frederick Marshman Bailey was one of those incredibly adventurous 
characters spawned by the Great Game in Asia Tough and resourceful, he had 
diplomatic adroitness, a flair for languages and a good deal of luck He was the 
real-life embodiment of the fictional hero in Kipling s Kim 

There were few areas m Central Asia that Bailey didn’t know well He had 
fought at Gallipoli, served as a Political Officer in Iraq and Persia, and been a 
spy in Russian Turkestan during the early days of the Revolution. 1 But his first 
love was Tibet, a country he knew probably better than any other Westerner 
His first introduction to Tibet had been as a young subaltern during 
Younghusband’s mission to Lhasa, when he took the opportunity to explore 
the western part of the country The Younghusband Treaty established a 
British Trade Agency at Gyantse and in 1905 Bailey became the Agent, a 
position he occupied for three and a half years, improving his knowledge of 
the language and eventually gaming the friendship of the Dalai Lama In 191 1 
he returned to south-east Tibet in a journey of exploration which won him the 
Gill Memorial Award of the Royal Geographical Society, and then two years 
later, with Morshead, he proved that the Tsangpo and Brahmaputra rivers 
were one and the same by means of a particularly daring and dangerous 
Tibetan journey which earned him the disapproval of the Indian Government 
and the Gold Medal of the R G S It was on this expedition that he discovered 
and brought back the celebrated Tibetan Blue Poppy, M badeyi 
The war years then intervened, but in 1921 Bailey was appointed Political 
Officer in Sikkim m succession to Sir Charles Bell, a position he occupied for 
the next seven years He was directly responsible for relations with Tibet, and 
was decplj concerned in the affairs of the early Everest expeditions 

It might be reasonably assumed that a man as steeped in adventure as Bailey 
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was, and a double award winner of the R G S to boot, would be a keen 
supporter of the attempts on Everest, but such was not the case For reasons 
known only to himself, Bailey showed by his actions that he was not m favour 
of the expeditions and, though he fulfilled his duty in conducting the 
necessary negotiations with Lhasa, he never failed to support any objection 
the Tibetans cared to make Perhaps he saw in the expedition the first threat to 
that exclusiveness which made Tibet the Forbidden Land and which for 
Tibet’s sake he wished to preserve, or it could be that he genuinely believed 
that the huge caravans of climbers and porters might disturb the economic 
balance of the regions through which they travelled (as mdeed they did to 
some extent) and possibly affect the political status quo Whatever his motives 
it is clear that his ultimate aim was to get the expedmons stopped 

He came onto the scene at a particularly unfortunate moment No sooner 
had he taken up his post at Gangtok than he had to deal with the Tibetan 
complaints about Heron’s geologizing and Morshead’s unofficial wanderings 
in the wake of the 1921 expedition Of the two, Morshead was the more 
serious offender because he had deliberately flouted the restrictions laid down 
by Lhasa, whereas poor Heron was merely domg the job he was supposed to 
do Curiously, however, Morshead was quickly forgiven, whereas Heron 
remained condemned Could this have been due to the fact that Morshead had 
been Bailey’s partner on his epic Tsangpo adventure of 1913? About Heron, 
however, Bailey was adamant in pressing the Tibetan complaint, and the affair 
went up to Viceroy level, causing a considerable stir 

In the affairs of government, a mountaineering expedition, even to the 
highest mountain m the world, takes a very low priority Government 
departments might, out of sympathy or interest, do something towards 
helping the expedition along provided it didn’t create a fuss or make too much 
extra work If the expedition does cause trouble, however, then the depart- 
ments are more reluctant to help next time round Bailey’s tacucs seemed 
based on this attitude 

As the man in closest contact with the Tibetan authorities he wielded 
considerable influence m the Indian Government when it came to Tibetan 
affairs, and despite the fact that Heron was exonerated by his superiors and 
proved to be nothing but a harmless geologist going about his work, Bailey 
was able to over-ride the powerful Survey of India and prevent Heron from 
accompanying either the 1922 or the 1924 expiedition 2 

The trouble caused by Heron’s and Morshcad’s petty irregularities imposed 
conditions on the 1922 party which would have been irksome to any other 
leader but General Bruce Bruce, as always, went his own way, and though the 
expediuon had to watch its step in dealing with the locals, it is doubtful 
whether even Bailey would have dared tangle with the General had anything 
gone wrong As it was the 1922 expedition passed off without any political 
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squabbles, but once Charlie Bruce was out of the way, after the 1924 
expedition, Bailey once more had a free hand 

He began by complaining about the expedition’s journey to recuperate in 
the Rongshar valley After leavmg Base Camp, Norton, and those of the team 
who didn’t make their own arrangements for the journey back to India, 
travelled westward over the Lamna La to Kyetrak and then by the Phuse La 
to the Rongshar Valley, below the massive peak of Gaunsankar. The 
Rongshar is a deep gorge like the Arun, and the team followed it down into 
Nepal until a broken bridge prevented further exploration There could 
hardly have been a more welcome change from the cold, windy valley of 
Rongbuk than the warm, vegetated gorge of Rongshar 
There is no doubt that the expedition were naughty m steppmg over the 
border mto Nepal ‘We knew that we were trespassing on a grand scale,’ wrote 
Bendey Beetham later - but Nepal was not the concern of Bailey. He sent to 
the India Office a letter he had received from the Ministers of Tibet dated the 
25th day of the 7th month of the Wood Mouse Year (23 September 1924) 

The reason of sending this letter by the Ministers of Tibet We have 
received a report from the tax collecter at Rong-shar to the following effect 
‘Recendy 7 sahibs of the Mt Ev Exped with 17 coolies arrived at 
Rong-shar They visited the Tibet and Nepal frontier, earned out survey 
operations and took photographs On the way they collected different lands 
of flowers which they carried away with them They also went all over the 
place, took photographs and conducted survey operations After staying 1 1 
days they returned to Tingn When their passport was examined it was 
noticed that Rong-shar was not mentioned as one of the places for them to 
visit ’ 

In the Passport, which was given to the Sahibs as a result of communica- 
tion between the Tibetan and British Govts, it was stipulated that apart 
from visiting Mt Everest they should not go about in further districts as they 
liked 

Then act of going about in this way in other districts and of conducting 
survey operations and taking photographs on the Tibet/Nepal Boundary, is 
a direct breach of the orders of both the British and Tibetan Governments 
Please therefore submit a report to the Great British Government and give 
orders to those Sahibs They may have visited other districts about which 

we have not yet received any reports, if so, we will send you a further report 
about it. 3 

Norton told the Committee what they already knew, that though the 
passport did not specifically mention Rongshar it had been understood all 
along that the party would go there to recuperate Both the 1921 and 1922 
expeditions had visited the valley without bother, and what was more, the 
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officials of the Shekar and Tingn districts, and those in Rongshar itself, had 
gncn them ctery assistance In their reply to the India Office the Committee 
explained this and pointed out that it was Major Bailey who had provided the 
translations of the original Tibetan documents, thereby hinting that if there 
was a discrepancy between the Tibetan and English versions it was Bailey’s 
fault 

The Rongshar complaint was soon abandoned by the Tibetans and Bailey, 
for it was a footling thing which could not be really justified It could be 
argued that Rongshar was part of the Everest region and, as we have seen, the 
other expeditions went there 

In any case Bade) had found more certain bait The Tibetans complained 
about the post-expedition activities of J dc V Hazard and John Noel 

Hazard was the man who had left Base Camp, just before the others went to 
Rongshar, in order to help the surveyor Han Singh Thapa to survey the West 
Rongbuk Glacier ‘Hazard likes a job of work on his own,’ commented Norton 
dryly 4 

In fact Hazard never seemed to fit in with other members of the team, and 
the way m which he had left four porters stranded on the North Col had done 
nothing to increase his popularity The fact that three key men - Norton, 
Somervell and Mallory - had to risk their fives and waste their energies on 
rescuing the porters could have had serious consequences for the expedition 
Norton was coldly furious with him 

As we have seen, Odell, who shared the North Col camp with Hazard 
towards the end of the expedition, found him ‘a curious chap’ and very 
self centred On one occasion he left Odell alone at the col, and meeting an 
astonished Norton and Bruce on his descent informed them that he had felt 
like going back to Base Camp for a hot bath 1 Significantly, too, Hazard made 
no attempt to accompany Odell on the latter’s histone chmbs to Camp VIA 
strange chap indeed - but possibly one who had been totally overwhelmed by 
Everest, once he got there, finding the whole concept was too much for him 
This might explam why, at the end of a long and arduous expedition, he 
eagerly volunteered to accompany Han Singh Thapa on his survey work 
Perhaps he felt that here at last was a positive contnbuuon which be could 
make to the work of the expiedition — he knew that Hinks, back m London, 
had set great store on the surveying of the West Rongbuk 
Unfortunately his latter-day enthusiasm went too far After the West 
Rongbuk Glacier had been surveyed he persuaded the Djongpen of Shekar to 
supply him with transport for a ‘survey’ to Lhatse on the Tsangpo River, far 
to the north of Everest The Djongpen pointed out that Lhatse was not an area 
, menuoned on the passport, but Hazard made the journey anyway 

There was no way the Committee could excuse Hazard’s journey - it was a 
flagrant breach of the passport, and Bailey knew it This was a trump card. 
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but he had no need to play it, for already he held the ace: Captain John Noel 
and the affair of the dancing lamas. 

John Noel was an extraordinary man of boundless energy and ideas, utterly 
dedicated to the conquest of Mount Everest It was his illegal journey to 
Tashirak in 1913 which had helped to spark off the first expedition, and 
though Army duty prevented him from jommg the 1921 team he was an 
enthusiastic member of the 1922 and 1924 expeditions 
He fizzed with ideas, all of them highly original and most of them 
impracticable, such as laying an oxygen pipe line up to the higher camps to 
save carrying cylinders There is no doubt, as Odell has said, that Noel was a 
bit of a showman Most of his compamons regarded him as a kindly, helpful, 
industrious eccentric and on the whole they rather liked him, putting up with 
his incessant photography with a tolerant amusement General Bruce had 
nothing but praise for him 

In 1922 Noel had been put in charge of making the expedition film, and 
despite the rather modest success it had enjoyed he became convinced that if a 
longer, more professional, film was made of the 1924 expedition it would be a 
huge commercial success - if the mountain was climbed He was under no 
illusions about the risk involved, as is shown in a letter to General Bruce- 

Travel films have m the ordinary way little scope except as lecture films 
and it is almost impossible to get them into the cinemas which is the chief 
source of revenue for films, but next year by taking an elaborate and 
carefully produced film with more capital available for production and 
exploitation that the Expediuon would ordinarily care to spend I expect to 
be able to make a film that can compete in the cinematograph trade with the 
usual productions and so obtain a large enough scope to repay the cost of 
producing the film Success will depend virtually on whether the mountain 
is conquered I will accordingly take two separate films, one of the story of 
the Expediuon which will be shown to the public only in the event of the 
mountain being conquered and a second film dealing with the life of the 
people in Tibet, Sikkim and Bhutan The latter will allow my organization 
to mark tune until the mountam is finally conquered in a later Expediuon 
when the film taken next year can then be brought out and be exploited All 
this, however, would be my risk 5 

Though Noel himself was not a mountaineer m the technical sense, he had 
seen enough of Mallory, Somervell, Finch and young Bruce m 1922 to 
convince himself that the chances of success next time round were very high 
He was determined to record this great victory for posterity - and at the same 
time make his fortune His showmanship, energy and entrepreneurial flair 
were at once channelled in this one dirccuon - and he backed his judgement 
vath v.haict cr means he could lay his hands on 
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If the expedition had been successful, Noel’s dreams might well have been 
realized, but not being a man for half measures he let his dreams rule his 
pocket from the outset He needed to acquire the film rights from the Everest 
Committee, but whereas a more cautious businessman would have negotiated 
clauses embodying success or failure and cut his cloth accordingly (as mdeed 
The Times had done over despatches) Noel made an outright gamble which 
would have astonished the most hardened poker player As we have seen, he 
offered £8,000 for all photographic rights to the expedition, or £6,000 for the 
film rights, payable m advance The Committee (not themselves noted 
financial wizards) could hardly refuse such a generous offer, and they accepted 
the £8,000 with alacrity 

Noel formed a company called Explorers Films Ltd to raise the money, 
with Sir Francis Younghusband as Chairman 6 

A couple of contracts were readily available for the company on the ‘news’ 
side of the expedition in the shape of a picture service to The Times and films to 
Pathe Gazette, and of course there would be fees payable by members of the 
team who gave illustrated lectures on their return home, but the real money 
lay in the success or failure of the full-length feature film which was at the 
heart of Noel’s ambitions 

‘The film will be m story form,’ Noel wrote to Bruce, ‘the general thread of 
the story being “Man’s struggle against Nature” It will show adventures to the 
party m Tibet and it will work out the theme of Man’s success m carrying his 
fight for dominance over Nature one stage further by conquering the highest 
mountain in the world ’ 

To all the members of the expedition he sent a letter outlining his plans and 
assuring them that his photography would not interfere with the climbing ‘I 
want to make special reference to this point that to some people the anemat 
camera is disconcerting and perhaps annoying On this new expedition I 
want to assure everybody that the presence of my cinematographic camera will 
never on any occasion cause worry or annoyance to anybody ’ 7 

He set his mind to organizing the filming with great thoroughness, taking 
advantage of every innovation he could discover He hoped to use the ‘new 
Fnese-Grcen colour process’, and for the high alutude filmmg he had a new 
camera developed by Arthur Newman which weighed only four pounds and 
worked by clockwork motor as against the usual handcrank The film was 
self-threading Its one disadvantage was that it held only 16 ft of film, or about 
a minute of running time A 20 inch telephoto lens was built to fit this camera, 
'resembling a baby Lewis gun’ 8 For stdl photography he planned to use 
stereoscopic pictures (then much in vogue) as well as the usual type He had 
hoped that John Moms would help with the landscape work, but as it turned 
out Moms was unable to join the expedition 

Nothing was to be left to chance Feeling that it was too nsky to trust the 
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undeveloped, fragile film on the long boat journey back to England, Noel 
arranged for it to be developed in Darjeeling To do this meant building a 
special photographic laboratory with a constant water supply and steady 
electric voltage The construction of this building, made of local stone, wood 
and corrugated iron, was put in the hands of Arthur Pereira, Honorary 
Secretary of the Royal Photographic Society, and himself a noted producer of 
travel films Pereira, with an assistant, King, and a number of Indian helpers, 
agreed to take on the job of developing the film as it amved by runner from 
Tibet, as well as developmg and printing the stills and, when time allowed, 
making lecture shdes from the best of the photographs It was long, hot work 
- fifteen hours a day on average, or as Pereira put it ‘all day, seven days a 
week, for four months ’- 9 

Noel provided his own Sherpas and equipment for Camp III and the North 
Col, which was the highest pomt he expected to visit, but it is important to 
note that he came under the overall command of the expedition leader He was 
with the expedition but not of it - a somewhat ambivalent position which was 
to have repercussions for the Committee m London 

Hinks was never really happy with the situation it didn’t accord with his 
tidy mind, and Noel’s courting of publicity was anathema to Hinks Among 
Noel’s fringe activities was the sending of an artist, Francis Helps, to the 
Chumbi valley to paint portraits of Tibetan types (who turned out to be 
exceptionally unhelpful to the artist) and the organizing of a Citroen tractor to 
carry the photographic equipment m the early stages of the trek across Tibet 
Fortunately perhaps for Noel, the tractor didn’t arrive at Darjeeling until 
the expedition had departed. It turned up eventually in the charge of a Lt Col 
Haddick, and a Lt Fitzgerald - the latter a representative of the Tank Corps 
who had come out from England specially to drive the vehicle through 
Tibet 10 Arthur Pereira, feeling that something had better be done with the 
tractor, suggested that it should follow the expedition at least as far as the 
Tibetan border, and so a special tractor mini-expedition was organized with 
Pereira, Haddick and Fitzgerald accompanied by a Citroen company repre- 
sentative, Mr Cundell, and a Mr Millwright of Darjeeling Ahead of them 
went a convoy of mules dumping cans of Shell petrol at suitable staging 
points 

At first the track was fairly broad and the vehicle made good progress, but 

young Fitzgerald suffered from alntude sickness and was forced to return to 

Darjeeling The driving devolved on Cundell, who soon found difficulty 

coping with the narrowing track, the missing bridges and hair-raismg 

precipices along which the tractor crawled Sometimes a kilometre a day was 

reckoned good going What the locals thought about it all beggars the 
imagination. 66 
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Eventually the vehicle was put m a rude shelter, still a day’s march from the 
Tibetan border, where for all that is known it remains to this day 

Meanwhile, Pereira’s absence from the laboratory had interrupted the 
photographs to The Times, and Hink’s wrote testily about the whole affair to 
Norton 

Noel’s photos have begun to appear again in The Times the last few days, 
but nothing so far above Camp III suspect that the interruption was due to 
his man at Darjeeling taking part in a somewhat cunous enterprise trying to 
get a caterpillar car over the Jelap, of which high-falutin accounts have been 
sent home to The Times by a certain Lt Col Haddick The Times f 
submitted them to me, and I told them that it had nothing whatever to do 
with the expedition but was concerned entirely with Noel’s photography 
and lecturing concern I went further and said it would be rather a pity if 
The Times published a high-flown story about what looked like a rather 
silly enterprise I think The Times will take this view and won’t tarnish 
the thing with side-shows I send this for your private information and hope 
that I have taken the right line 11 

Distasteful though Noel’s fringe activities were to the fastidious Hinks, they 
did no harm to the expedition Harmless, too, seemed an idea he had 
mentioned to Bruce in his letter of 26 January - an idea for pulling in the 
public to sec his feature film ‘We intend if possible,’ he wrote, ‘to bring back 
a small party of Shcrpa porters or Tibetans to England who will appear with 
the presentation of the film in London ” 2 
When the expcdiuon failed to climb the mountain, all chances of success for 
Noel’s film virtually vanished Had he been with Odell at Camp VI and by 
some stroke of luck filmed those black dots moving along the ndge, it might 
have been a different matter, but as it was he was left with an adventure film 
which included hardly any adventure He had no alternative but to adopt his 
secondary plan, which was to turn the film into a travel documentary about 
Tibet, called ‘The Roof of the World’ For this he needed all the supporting 
material he could get, and even thought of going to Lhasa with a group of 
British Buddhists who had arrived m Tibet, but Hinks dissuaded him His 
original idea of bringing Sherpas to England was no longer fully in accord with 
the new subject of the film Instead he decided to bring home several lamas 
from the monastery at Gyantse, their function being to dance on the stage to 
the accompaniment of their own cacophonous cymbals and horns 
Meanwhile, the Everest Committee, blissfully unaware of the storm which 
was about to break, were preparing for the next attempt on the mountain in 
1926 Rumours had reached the Committee that other countries were 
interested in mounting expeditions and the Royal Geographical Society wrote 
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post haste to the Under Secretary of State for India expressing the hope that 
the Indian Government would do nothing to assist such interlopers ‘until the 
enterprise to which the Mount Everest Committee have devoted so many years 
has been abandoned by them, which is very far from being the present 
situation’ 

On 5 November 1924, the Committee formally applied for permission to 
send an expedition in 1926, and on the same day Hinks wrote to Bailey 
mentioning the fact and hoping that no assistance would be rendered to Swiss 
or German expeditions in the offing, adding ‘we have heard that a member of 
the expedition of 1922 has a private scheme for getting out next year and 
stealing a march on the Committee You will perhaps be able to make a fairly 
accurate shot as to his identity ,13 

A fortnight later Hinks received a cabled reply from Bailey which made no 
reference to the next expedition at all Instead it dealt with Noel’s film 

Some offence has been caused by a portion of the Everest film showmg a 
man eating lice The Tibetans say that this is not typical and will give the 
world the wrong and unfortunate impression Can you ask Noel to cut this 
out? 1 am cabling this as otherwise I am afraid the film will be exhibited 
before we hear 14 

Hinks might have been surprised at this seeming non-sequitur to his own 
letter but he wasn’t unduly worried In any case he had a couple of objections 
to the film himself he wanted Noel to cut out references to Shebbeare always 
knowing where the whisky was kept, and to Mrs Mallory saymg she regretted 
the whole enterprise He does not seem to have asked how the Tibetans could 
possibly know what was m Noel’s film, since they could not have seen it 
Bailey probably knew it from a showmg at Darjeeling and not for the last time 
was putting words into Lhasa’s mouth 

Noel, ever ready to please, cut the scene ‘I have cut out one scene (to please 
Bailey) but left another which people have seen recently and do not think 
there is any harm in it An old beggar man is seen “fieaing” a child’s head, and 
he performs the usual Tibetan custom of killing what he finds with his teeth 
This scene does not show him eating anything ’ ,s 

A week later came a letter from Bailey referring to the lamas This first 
missive was quite mild, merely objecting to stage imitations of religious 
ceremonies and requesting that the non-religious nature of any dances should 
be stressed In particular, Bailey did not want the catch phrase ‘devil dance’ 

being used On New Year’s Day, 1925, however, he followed this up with a 
more detailed complaint 

I am afraid that there is every chance of the Tibetan Govt refusing 
permission for the next Everest expedition - for this reason I am sorry Noel 
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has not unreservedly agreed to cut out all objectionable things on his film 
The Tibetans are very upset about several things this year - Hazard’s 
journey to Lhatsc, the undesirable things on the film and also more than 
anything what they consider the enticing away of monks from Gyantse to 
England with then- religious paraphernalia to parade their religion for 
pecuniary gain 

You know that there were complaints about some religious dances at 
Wembley 

There is no doubt that no one in Tibet welcomes these expeditions and 
permission is only obtained out of friendliness to us, and that will cease to 
weigh sufficiently with the Tibetan authorities if the actions of the 
expedition hurt their religious and other feelings I am writing to you 
because it seems to me that the prospects of a further, and we hope 
successful, attempt on the mountain arc being jeopardized by the owners of 
the film 16 

Bailey went on to say that although no official complaint had been received 
from the Tibetan Government, people in high places were enraged, and the 
affair could affect Anglo-Tibctan relauons, which was quite contrary to what 
Explorer Films had assured the Tibetans when the film was first mooted In 
due course Hinks passed on to Bailey a placatory reply from the film company 
with assurances that the lamas were not taking part in any performances which 
were religious or unseemly 

Meanwhile the lamas were appearing in cinemas m London and the 
provinces Their ‘performance’ with thigh bone trumpets and drums was 
unusual to British audiences, but more curious than cxciung and hardly the 
sort of thing likely to cause a breach of diplomatic relations As ‘holy men’ the 
lamas had an audience with the Archbishop of Canterbury, who presented 
them with a finely illustrated copy of the Bible, which they later pulled to 
pieces so that each could have his own share The holmess of Gyantse was 
quite different from that of Lambeth Palace! 

As it became transparendy obvious that the lamas were merely a harmless 
diversion, Badey shifted the grounds of his objecuons from their performance 
to the manner in which they left Tibet He forwarded a letter from the 
Ministers of Tibet which, after repeating the charges about members of the 
expedition visiting unauthorized areas, went on 

Over and above this, they have enticed and taken away to England four or 
five monks whose photos as dancers have appeared recently in the news 
papers We regard this action on the part of the Sahibs as very unbecoming 
For the future, we cannot give them permission to go to Tibet, should they 
ever ask for it, and we request that you will kindly stop them We would 
also request that you will kindly arrange, by rejxntmg the matter to the 
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Great British Govt , for the immediate return to Tibet and handing over of 
the monks, who have been taken away deceitfully Kindly let us have an 
early reply to this. 17 

From the wording of this letter it is obvious that the request for an 
expedition m 1926 had not been put to the Tibetan authorities by Bailey, but 
that he had allowed the affair of the dancing lamas to pre-empt the issue, 
which was precisely what he hoped for Without further discussion he took 
this letter as a formal refusal for a 1926 expedition and informed the Indian 
Government of that fact This was cabled to the India Office in London, who 
informed the Everest Committee that permission would not be granted. 

It was only at this juncture that the Everest Committee, faced with a fait 
accompli , realized that the Political Officer in Sikkim was not on their side at 
all 

Noel was mcensed at Bailey’s letter and wrote to Hinks 

I have to report to the Committee that the Lamas were brought to 
England by my personal invitation through Mr D Macdonald of Chumbi, 
Tibet, who is a personal friend of the Chief Lama, who has come with them 
These lamas travelled as private people and were not on any political 
mission They came as my fnends and guests to England at their own 
consent and wish There was no reason to correspond through official 
channels concerning their journey beyond obtaining them the requisite and 
necessary passports for their journey, and these passports were issued by the 
Sec of the Bengal Govt at Darjeeling, after authority from Lhasa to issue 
such passports was first obtained The Sec of the Bengal Govt wired to 
Lhasa before he consented to issue the passports and he obtained informa- 
tion from Lhasa that there was no objection to the issue of such passports 
They were accordingly issued and the Lamas proceeded to England m my 
care 

I think it was Mr Laidenlaw of the Lhasa Govt who was referred to but 
the Sec of Bengal Govt did not tell us He merely told us that information 
had been received by him from Lhasa that it was in order for the Lamas to 
go to England and accordingly he gave us the passports 
The Lamas on their part travelled with the full knowledge of their own 
fellow lamas and then own officials They receive letters now normally 
-every week from Tibet and in none of these letters is there any expression 
from their own people of displeasure about their visit to England The lamas 
are in my care in England and are very well looked after and well treated, 
treated as one would one’s own fnends Their travel to England will help to 
promote cordial fnendship between ourselves and the Tibetans I must ask 
leave to take vigorous exception to the expression of Major Bailey, P O of 
Sikkim, by which he says the lamas were taken away deceitfully. This is 
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untrue and is a discreditable assertion to me, because I arranged the 
passports through the Govt of India and with the knowledge of Lhasa in a 
perfectly correct manner, in fact in the same manner as any foreign 
traiellcrs obtain their passports to traicl abroad 

These lamas will travel back to India and Tibet in September, which is 
the earliest date the season and climauc condiuons will permit them to 
traverse the India Ocean and India to reach Tibet 16 

This letter by Noel was both injudicious and open to investigation, which 
Bailey proceeded to make with relish The Everest Committee, as English 
gentlemen, took it at face value and proceeded to attack Bailey through the 
India Office 

On 1 July Hinks wrote to the India Office a letter placing the whole affair on 
Bailey’s shoulders, and enclosed statements from Noel and Norton 

In further reference to your letter of June 12 P 1641, and to General 
Bruce’s letter of June 17 m reply 

I have now the pleasure to send you the answers which Co Norton and 
Capt Noel have returned to the request of the Mt Everest Committee that 
they should furnish statements of the circumstances in which members of 
the Expedition visited the Rongshar Valley and the Lamas were brought to 
England 

2 In regard to the complaint that some members of the Expedition visited 
the Rongshar though this was not included in their passport, I would call 
your attention to the clear explanation of Co Norton that his visit to the 
Rongshar was arranged b> the Dzongpen of Shckar, who gave letters of 
introduction to the officials at Tropdc, arranged the transport and sent 
his Chongay with them It is difficult to see how Co Norton could have 
acted more correctly and we feel that Major Bailey could have no 
difficulty in making a perfectly clear and sufficient explanation to the 
Tibetan Government on this point The only difficulty might be that the 
explanation might mvolve the Dzongpen of Shckar m trouble, and for 
this reason it would not be desirable that the text of Colonel Norton’s 
letter should be communicated verbatim to the Tibetan Government 
You will I am sure take all care that nothing is done to get the Dzongpen 
of Shckar into trouble, for he has been at all times a most symjxitheuc 
and valued fnend of the expedition 

3 In the letter dated 23rd September, 1924, just recently communicated to 
us, the Ministers of Tibet say that the passport which was given to the 
party stipulated that apart from visiting Mt E\ erest they should not go 
about in other districts as they liked We do not recognize any such 
stipulation in the translauons furnished by Major Badey of two 
documents which appear to consutute the passport and covering letter 
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The parwana informs the Dzongpens of four districts that the Expedition 
will enter their jurisdictions at the end of March, 1924 It directs them, 
inter alia, to make without delay camp arrangements at whatever place 
they happen to camp This phrase in the absence of any more restrictive 
clause would seem to be ample justification for the action of the 
Dzongpen of Shekar, and the Mt Everest Committee trust that when 
Major Bailey replied to this letter he drew attention to this point It was 
not until receipt of your letter of June 12, many months later, that the 
Committee learned for the first time that any question had been raised 
about the Rongshar visit and though they at once asked for a report from 
Colonel Norton they realized that much valuable time had been lost 
4 In regard to the complaint that monks have been taken away deceitfully, I 
would draw your attention to the explicit statement of Capt Noel that 
the passports for the lamas were issued by the Secretary to the Bengal 
Government at Darjeeling after authority had been obtained from Lhasa 
to issue such passports I should suppose it probable that the telegram to 
Lhasa went through the office of Major Bailey at Gangtok, and in any 
case it must have been possible for Major Bailey to ascertain the facts 
5 The Committee have not been informed what answer if any Major Bailey 
has made to the two letters of which copies have been furnished to us, 
but the Mt Everest Committee will greatly regret it if the Political Officer 
m Sikkim did not take immediate steps to make a suitable and conclusive 
reply on the question of the lamas, which seems to be perfectly plam, and 
if further he did not assure the Tibetan Government that if there had 
been any trespass on the pan of the Expedition beyond the limits of 
travel for which they had permission, such trespass was certainly 
unintentional and the journey must have been made with the assent of 
the local authorities No one knows better than Major Bailey how careful 
the two last expeditions have always been to do nothing to hurt the 
susceptibilities of the Tibetan Government 
6 It will cause the Mt Everest Committee great concern if the allegations of 
the Tibetan Government charging the Expedition with breach of faith 
and with deceitful and unbecoming action have not been already 
repudiated in firm language by the Political Officer m Sikkim In any 
case the Mt Everest Committee hope that you will now be m a position to 
ask the Government of India to instruct Major Bailey to explain the 
misapprehension by which the party inadvertently exceeded the inten- 
tion of the Tibetan Government, m visiting the Rongshar, and that he 
v-ill be further instructed to make it quite clear to the Tibetan 
Government that the Mt Everest Committee were m no way responsible 
for the visit of the lamas to England, but that this visit was arranged after 
all necessary permission had been obtained 
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The Affair of the Dancing Lamas 

7 I enclose copies of the following documents - (see above) 

I am, dear Sir, your Obedient Servant 19 

Powerful though the Everest Committee might be, and as the Royal 
Geographical Society undoubtedly was, they were not so powerful as to be 
able to instruct the India Office m the conduct of its affairs Hmks’s letter 
caused a furore m the corridors of power and the affair escalated out of all 
proportion Norton’s statement was accepted, Noel’s was not 
Disconcerting facts were slowly coming to light Bailey obtained signed 
statements from David Macdonald and Sirdar Bahadur Laden La disclaiming 
any knowledge of the alleged passport provided for the lamas 20 Furthermore, 
the Chief Secretary of the Bengal Government denied there had ever been an 
application for them In the face of this evidence the Everest Committee asked 
Noel to produce the passports for examination, and learned to their horror 
that the documents did not exist 

The sad fact was that John Noel had been duped, albeit innocently, by 
young John Macdonald The latter had been entrusted with the job of getting 
the lamas to England and finding himself delayed by Indian red-tape had 
risked cutting a few comers When he had applied for passports in Darjeeling 
he had been told that the documents could be issued only after approval from 
the Indian Government, so he took the lamas to Calcutta to await develop 
ments While there he managed to secure from the Commissioner of Police 
permits for the party to sail for England, and they had reached Colombo 
before the Bengal Government realized what it had done They asked for the 
lamas to be detained pending instructions from Delhi, but the authorities in 
Ceylon felt they were powerless to intervene, and so the lamas sailed on to 
England 

When it became clear that Noel’s statement could not stand up, the India 
Office turned in full cold-blooded fury on the Everest Committee, laying the 
blame squarely on them 

The Govt of India find Capt Noel’s statement about the monks taken to 
England to be m direct variance with the facts as known to them They are 
investigating the matter further, but in any case find it difficult to accept 
without quahficauon the statement of your Committee that it has no 
responsibility in the matter of the monks 
The film in connecnon with the display of which the monks were brought 
to England, and from which the Committee derived financial benefit, was 
made by Capt Noel as a member of the expedition and it was during the 
course of the expediuon that the arrangements for the monks’ travel were 
made With the formation of a Company (of which however Capt Noel and 
Sir Francis Younghusband are directors) direct control in respect of matters 
connected with the Mt Everest film may have passed from the hands of the 
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Mt Everest Committee, but the responsibility it appears to the Govt of 
India must remain with the Committee 21 

There was no way the Committee could wriggle out of it the facts were 
plain. Noel was under the command of Norton, and hence the ultimate 
responsibility rested with the Everest Committee The letter ended 

Finally I am directed by Lord Birkenhead (Secretary of State for India) to 
say that he must take the strongest exception to the tone of your remarks in 
regard to Lt Colonel F M Bailey the criticisms and insinuations in your 
letters regarding Lt Colonel Bailey appear to his lordship to be misplaced 
and uncalled for 22 

There was nothing now for the Committee to do but eat humble pie and 
Hmks wrote to the Under Secretary an abject apology 

The Committee regret very deeply the humiliating position in which they 
were placed by the discovery that Captain Noel’s statements were incorrect 
They ask that you will accept for yourself, and also will convey to the 
Government of India, that as soon as the correctness of the facts was 
challenged, they did everything in them power to discover the truth, and 
immediately communicated to Mr Wakely the result of their enquiries 
They trust that both the Secretary of State and the Government of India will 
recognize that they did all that was possible m a most difficult and 
humiliating position 23 


To apologize so fully to Bailey himself, however, stuck in Hmks’s craw He 
knew the man had outmanoeuvred him and had effectively blocked the way 
for future expeditions, so he merely wrote a superficial apology, which did not 
go unnouccd in the India Office 


The Committee will be glad also if you will ask the Government oflndia 
to com cy to the Pohucal Officer in Sikkim the Committee’s regret that so 
much trouble has been given to him by these unfortunate occurrences and 
to con\c> to him their thanks for his good offices in representing the 
Committee’s explanations and regrets to the Tibetan Government 24 


But Bailey had won, and von handsomely To the eyes of officialdom he 
was a maligned \ ictim and the Everest Committee were little more than roaues 
~ and inept rogues at that 


Batle\ remained as Political Officer in Sikkim until 1928, during which time 

ihcre wa< not the slightest chance of another expedition to Everest 

Immall, before the tc-tr ms out Explorer films had gone bankrupt, 

ihc Colombo The Comitmtce cabled £150 to help 

them return to India 



The Affair of the Dancing Lamas 

At the height of the trouble over the dancing lamas, John Noel called at the 
R G S to see Hinks, and finding that he was out, dictated a confidential note 
in which the following forthright paragraph, stripped of diplomatic niceties, 
occurs 

As regards the trouble with Bailey, I want to tell you quite candidly what 
is the cause of the whole trouble, and has been smce the beginning of the 
expeditions It is not the hostility of the T ibetans but merely the obstruction 
of Major Bailey He himself told my wife in India that he did not like the Mt 
Everest expeditions because of the trouble and work they gave him That 
sounds an extraordinary thing to say, but it is perfectly true and you know 
yourself how he obstructed General Bruce in all matters in which it was his 
object to help him The opinions that Major Bailey quotes as coming from 
the Tibetans are entirely from himself, and if people m England understood 
the real position of a Pohucal Officer in India, they would know that he has 
such a peculiar position that the Government refers all matters to him and 
he practically dictates any answer he wishes, putting the authority on to the 
nanve people because they accept his advice and he advises them to do what 
he wishes 25 

On the evidence one cannot help but agree with Noel that Bailey fixed the 
whole affair from start to finish On the other hand one is enutled to question 
his mouves, which surely must go deeper than a wish to avoid extra work 
How did it come about that a man who was himself a noted explorer, with a 
high degree of adventure in his make-up, set himself to destroy the greatest 
adventure and explorauon of the day? 

Was it simply that the high-spinted young man who had traced theTsangpo 
with Morshead and defied the Bolsheviks in Russia had in the space of a few 
short years turned into a crabbed, finicky bureaucrat? Perhaps it was reacuon 
to his own lost ambition - when Bailey died in 1967 amongst his notes was one 
he had written many years earlier regarding Everest ‘It must be climbed one 
day and I hope I will be one of the men to do it ,26 
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On 19 March 1931, at the Royal Geographical Society, the Mount Everest 
Committee was reconstituted under the Chairmanship of the President, Sir 
William Goodenough Younghusband and Longstaff represented the R G S , 
Withers and Collie the Alpine Club, so the change didn’t make much 
difference 

The time seemed propitious for a fresh initiative Bailey had gone from 
Sikkim, there was a bank balance of over £4,500 to form the nucleus of funds 
and fresh young climbers with good Alpme and even Himalayan experience 
were not wanting Within four days of being appointed Chairman, Good- 
enough was writing tentatively to the Secretary of State for India asking ‘how 
the feeling lay’ for another Everest expedition 

The response was not encouraging The Secretary of State, Wedgwood- 
Benn, regretted that ‘under present conditions’ there was no possibility of 
" pursuing the matter further, and m a private letter to Hrnks Colonel Weir, the 
new Political Officer in Sikkim, explained how the affair of the dancing lamas 
still rankled in Tibet. 

Pictures of the dances and dancers appeared in our weekly picture papers 
and were seen by Dalai Lama, who looked on the whole affair as a direct 
affront to the religion of which he is the head 

He has directed that if any of the Tibetans should return to Tibet they 
should be arrested and sent to him for punishment Naturally they prefer to 
remain in exile m Darjeeling and Kahmpong where they eke out an 
existence 1 

Weir also pointed out that in Sikkim, where the Maharaja was of Tibetan 
descent, the lice-eating incident in Noel’s film had not been favourably 
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received In fact the Maharaia had refused Noel permission to revisit Sikkim, 
though he had readily granted permission to the continental expeditions of 
Dyhrenfurth and Bauer 

It looked as though the Tibetans had long memories and were neither 
walling to forget nor to forgive In desperation the Committee mooted the idea 
of going through Nepal instead of Tibet, but Genera! Bruce warned them that 
D>hrcnfurth’s recent expedition to Kangchenjunga had upset the Nepalese 
and made them more intransigent than ever 

Nevertheless, seven >cars had passed since the last expedition and critics 
were beginning to complain that the Committee was not pressing the case 
strong!) enough This was true enough - but these were the same men who 
had had their knuckles rapped by the India Office in 1924 and they had no 
intention of getting them rapped again 

Had they only known it, they had at their disposal a very powerful 
argument that of chauvinism Younghusband had unwittingly touched on it 
at the first meeting of the new Committee when he made a reference to the 
ghosts of Mallory and Irvine which he hoped might soften the hearts of the 
India Office and Sikkim ‘Attention should be called to the fact that this 
country should have a priority m view among other things that her country- 
men lay at or near the top ’ 2 

Younghusband’s statement did not go unnoticed in the India Office The 
fact was that Britain’s monopoly of Mount Everest was being threatened 
Suggestions were coming from the United States that the next British 
expedition should contain an American, Terris Moore, or altemauvely that 
there should be an American expedition led by Page Stellc and including a 
British climber - preferably Odell, who was well known in American climbing 
circles Rumour also had it that the Swiss climber Dyhrenfurth intended to 
press for a chance too 

More disturbing than these, however, was the growing strength of German 
high altitude expeditions, both in the Andes and Himalaya Paul Bauer was 
about to make his second attempt on the mighty Kangchenjunga, third 
highest mountain in the world, and if he succeeded it would put the Germans 
in a very strong posmon indeed to claim the nght to attempt Everest It would 
have been pobucally impossible for the Indian Government to have denied 
them the rest of the world would have seen a refusal as cynical imperialism 
and it would certainly have stoked the already smouldering German national- 
ism It would have been perfidious Albion once again up to her tricks, even if 
she was disguised with a san 

One should not perhaps make too much of this it was not a great national 
issue which caused the lamps to burn all night in the India Office But it must 
have crossed the minds of the civil servants whose [ob it was to smell out the 
nuances of policy At any event the Indian Government began to put pressure 
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on Tibet, despite the timidity of the Everest Committee, and a year after 
Wedgwood-Benn’s initial refusal permission was granted for an expedition in 
1933 The Dalai Lama put the position delicately, granting ‘reluctant 
permission m deference to the wishes of the British Government inorder that 
the friendly relations may not be ruptured’. Hardly the warmest of welcomes 
A codicil stipulated that all members of the expedition must be British 3 
For the Everest Committee it was a dream suddenly come true, relieving 
them of the growing criticism For the Government it was a model exercise in 
keeping foreigners m their place without really trying 

Norton was the obvious man for the job, but his military duties prevented 
him from accepting, and for similar reasons Geoffrey Bruce was also ruled out 
Finch had virtually given up climbing m 1931 after an Alpine accident in 
which one of his companions was killed, and the other leadmg figures from 
previous expeditions were either too old or too immersed m then careers - this 
was an inevitable penalty following on the high average age of the climbers 
chosen m the 1920s together with the passing of almost a decade. 

Had they been bold, the Committee could have chosen one of the new 
climbers who had gained Alpine and Himala yan experience smce 1924. There 
was, in fact, an obvious candidate for the job - Francis Sydney Smythe. 

Frank Smythe had sprung into prominence as a mountaineer in the seasons 
of 1927 and 1928 when with Graham Brown he had made two new climbs on 
the Brenva Face of Mont Blanc the first breaches in a vast wall of ice and 
rock, and perhaps the greatest British contribution to Alpinism between the 
two world wars Following on this success Smythe was invited to jom G.O 
Dyhrenfurth’s International Expedition to Kangchenjunga in 1930, when he 
reached the summit of Jongsong Peak (24,344 ft) A year later he led his own 
expedition on the ascent of Kamet (25,447 ft) - the first peak over 25,000ft to 
be climbed 

Smythe, then thirty-two, was obviously a voice to be listened to and a man 
to be reckoned with, but he was a man the Committee had been watching for 
some time and despite his brilliant record there was something about him 
which they didn’t altogether like or approve 

Curiously enough he had been considered for the 1922 expedition, at the 
astonishingly young age of twenty-two, but Somervell’s report to the Commit- 
tee had dou ned him 

A bad mountaineer, always slipping and knocking stones down and an 
intolerable companion Nobody in our party could stick him for more than a 
few days, owing to his irritating self-sufficiency However, he is a very good 
goer for his age (-23 or 24) and carries on tvell without getting tired himself 
though his incessant conversation makes others tired 4 

Raymond Greene, who was a close friend, reckoned Smythe was the only 
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man he knew whose temper unproved with altitude, off the mountain he 
certainly had a reputation for irritability, tactlessness and being easily 
offended His was in fact a classic case of the massive inferiority complex 
being over-compensated for - he was a frail-looking man, and had suffered as 
a child from over-protective parents No good at formal games, not a good 
scholar, he felt himself physically and intellectually inferior to his contempor- 
aries - and he spent the rest of his life proving the opposite It was the 
springboard for his climbs and for his writing, Smythe was a successful writer 
and photographer of the mountain world In terms of popularity he was 
possibly the most successful mountain writer Britain has ever known 

None of this went down well with the Committee The fact that Smythe 
lived off his writing made him next best thing to a professional mountaineer, 
which in their view was not something to be encouraged More than that, 
however, he had been one of the Committee’s most constant critics in the 
years before 1933, and had even gone to the extent of applying to the 
authorities for his own private expedition to Everest Moreover, he had sent 
the Committee a list of suggestions for ‘the proper organization of a future 
Mount Everest expedition’ - a rather tactless document to present to people 
like Bruce, Longstaff and Norton 

There is nothing m the records to show that Smythe's name was ever 
seriously canvassed as leader of the 1933 expedition or that he himself ever 
thought he should be leader, but privately at least it must have been discussed, 
and dismissed The Committee wanted Smythe all right, but not as leader 
For that they wanted a good safe man, and preferably an old India hand They 
chose Hugh Ruttlcdge 

Hugh Ruttledge was forty-eight years old, an ex-Commissioner from the 
Indian Civil Service, and in no sense a mountaineer It is true that during his 
time at Almora, in the foothills of the Himalaya, he had made a number of 
adventurous forays into the mountains and had even penetrated into Tibet, 
but they were journeys of exploration, done with his wife, not attempts on 
peaks or passes He was known to Somervell, who had accompanied him on 
one of his trips, to Longstaff and of course to General Bruce, who knew 
everybody It was Bruce who nominated Ruttledge for the job 

Probably nobody was more surprised than Ruttledge himself ‘He felt that 
he had had greatness thrust upon him,’ as Jack Longland later wrote 5 He had 
the advantage of Himalayan travel, a knowledge of the native people and a 
command of their tongues, but his age, his limp (occasioned by a pig-suckmg 
accident) and his self-effacing modesty were not the qualities looked for m 
great leaders He came to the task at a difficult moment, following the long 
pause in activity after Mallory’s death, when a thrusting group of post-war 
climbers were hammering at the doors of the Alpine establishment but when 
effective power still remained in the hands of the Victorian mountaineers 
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Ruttledge, at first unaware of the conflicting passions, was the man in the 
middle ‘It was unfair on Ruttledge, and perhaps on us, to ask him to lead that 
particular expedition, 1 wrote Longland 6 

Whatever the young climbers may have thought about Ruttlcdgc’s appoint- 
ment they kept any criticism to themselves, most were too anxious to be 
chosen for the team to upset the apple-cart From the Committee s point of 
view he was just the man they wanted malleable 

His first task was to prepare a list of proposed members of the expedition — 
something which was obviously beyond him since he knew little of the 
climbing world. The choice was in fact made by the Committee, and they 
decided on a party of twelve or thirteen, all of whom (‘ except possibly the 
leader \ Minute Book) should be capable of going high on the mountain Two 
were to double as medical officers 

Three previous Everesters were included Noel Odell and E O Shcbbeare 
of the 1924 expedition and Cohn Crawford of the 1922 expedition Odell’s 
capacity for acclimatizauon was proven beyond doubt and ‘Ferdie’ Crawford 
was an experienced rock climber, and although forty-three years old, was well 
built and had recently completed some difficult climbs in the Rockies with 
Odell Crawford’s contribution to the 1922 expedition had been less than W'as 
expected ‘Crawford’s great powers were neglected sadly almost up to the end 
of the expedition - a enme for which I was chiefly responsible,’ wrote Strutt - 
possibly the stem, unbending Strutt did not appreciate the clowning to which 
Crawford was addicted 7 Crawford’s medical report was poor but he just 
scraped through At forty-nine, Shebbeare was the oldest man in the team, 
but he was chosen for his great ability as transport officer He had served in 
the same capacity m 1924 and had done such a good job that Paul Bauer chose 
him for the German expediuons to Kangchenjunga m 1929 and 1931 Like 
Ruttledge and Crawford, Shebbeare was an Indian Civil Service man 
But the core of the expediuon was Frank Smythe and his Kamet team Erie 
Shipton, E St J Biroie and Dr Raymond Greene, who was to act as chief 
medical officer 8 

Apart from Smythe himself, Shipton, who was then twenty -five, was the 
most exciting prospect he had crammed into a twelve-month period of 
frenzied activity the Ruwenzon, Kilimanjaro, the first traverse of Mount 
Kenya and the ascent of Kamet He was at the time a planter in Kenya, but he 
was destined to become one of the greatest mountain explorers of the century. 
The 1933 expediuon was in a sense Shipton’s launch pad and Everest itself 
was eventually to prove both the touchstone of his gemus and his greatest 
disappointment 9 

Two other climbers with Himalayan experience were invited George 

ood-Johnson, who had been on Kangchenjunga with Dyhrenfurth’s inter- 
national expediuon in 1930, and Hugh Boustead, who had climbed in Sikkim 
and was a soldier-adventurer then in charge of the Sudan Camel Corps 
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None of the rest of the team had Himalayan experience, but they were all 
fine alpinists- Percy Wyn Hams, who had traversed Mount Kenya with 
Shipton, Jack Longland, ace rock climber and known as an advocate of 
Mallory’s ridge route on Everest, T A Brocklebank, the inevitable rowing 
blue, and Dr W McLean, who was to act as Raymond Greene’s assistant 
All passed their medical, but m November Odell was forced to withdrawfor 
business reasons and his place was taken by Lawrence Wager, an old climbing 
partner of Longland’s who had been to Greenland with the explorer Gmo 
Watkins 10 

It was mdeed a strong expedition that Ruttledge commanded, one of the 
most powerful and talented teams ever to attempt Mount Everest 1 1 

Socially there was hide to distinguish the members of the 1933 expedition 
from those of its predecessors The climbers came from the same class that 
had traditionally provided the membership of the Alpine Club for three 
quarters of a century the well-to-do middle classes, with a background of 
Oxbridge and a decent sprinkling of Army officers and Government officials 
Rutdedge recalled that applications to join the expeditions were received from 
‘pugilists, a barber, and a steeplejack’ - thereby unphcidy inviting his readers 
to scoff at such notions as preposterous 

It is doubtful whether the Committee even knew there existed a body of 
climbers whose horizons were the bleak moors around Sheffield rather than 
the Georgian porticos of South Audley Street, and probably ignorance rather 
than snobbery kept small the corpus from which selection was made In any 
case no working-class climber could afford to take the time off to go to the 
Himalaya So the gulfs were practical as much as social 
Nevertheless, by 1933 associated changes were taking place within the 
ambit of the expedition organization A much more professional approach was 
made to the venture In the first place the burden of work was lifted from the 
shoulders of Hinks and placed on those of a paid Secretary who had been 
recruited for the job J M Scott, who had been with Wager in Greenland For 
the first time, too, there was a good deal of support in kind from firms 
supplying goods to the expedition either free or at reduced prices steps along 
the road to sponsorship 

The Committee had at their disposal some £5,000, but another £7,000 or so 
were needed to see the expiediuon financially secure After then experiences in 
1924 it is hardly surprising that the idea of an expiediuon film was vetoed 12 
However, there were still the newspaper and book rights, and these were put 
m the hands of a sub-committee consisting of Leo Amery, Sir Francis 
Younghusband and Sir J Withers, who enlisted the aid of Christy and Moore, 
literary agents By tradiuon, of course, Everest books were published by 
Arnold and newspaper nghts went to The Times, but the agents changed tbat- 
Hoddcr and Stoughton paid £3,000 for the book, and, more surprising, the 
Daily Telegraph secured the newspapicr rights by paying £3,500 plus a 


163 



Chapter 7 

percentage of receipts What Arnold thought of this nobody knows, the The 
Times was furious It immediately transferred its interests to the proposed 
Houston flight over Everest, which occasioned some acrimonious correspond- 
ence between Geoffrey Dawson, the editor, and Hmks 13 

Although Smythe’s party had made the ascent of Kamct in 1931 it was the 
Germans who had been tackling the really big peaks in the years pnor to 1933, 
especially Kangchenjunga and Nanga Parbat, and though they had not 
reached the summit of either they had accumulated considerable high-altitude 
experience, particularly with regard to equipment The Committee suggested 
that Ruttledge should visit Paul Bauer in Germany and pick his brams, but 
Ruttledge declined, preferring to rely on Smythe’s experience and native 
British inventiveness 

There had been some advances made in mountaineering gear dunng the 
decade smee the last Everest expedition, but hardly anything significant. Rope 
still meant the Alpme Club rope of Messrs Beales, as it had done for fifty years 
or more, and the expedition took 2,000 ft of it, plus a similar amount of less 
expensive rope for general use (the fixed ropes of the North Col used up a 
thousand feet of this). 

It is fair to say that technical gear, in the climbing sense, was of little 
account in the expedition planning, though Crawford made a special visit to 
Austria to buy a stock of ice axes and crampons, mainly for use by the porters 
- the climbers had then own preferences What concerned .them much more 
was the cold conditions they expected to encounter, and particularly the 
notorious Everest winds Wmdproof clothing of Grenfell and similar cloths 
were designed, and the Sherpas were provided with wmdproof canvas 
overalls Shetland pullovers provided the warmth beneath the shell clothing 
Fmch’s earlier excursions mto duvet seem to have been forgotten or ignored 
Each climber had three types of boots a general trekking boot, for the 
march across Tibet and glacier work up to Camp III, a sheepskm-hned boot 
not unlike a flying boot, made by Morlands and meant for camp comfort, and 
high-alutude boots designed by Robert Lawne which were specifically 
mtended to prevent frostbite To achieve this Lawne lined the boots with felt 
and put a layer of asbestos between the outer and inner soles The outer soles 
were of leather, lightly nailed round the edge with iron nails called ‘clinkers’ - 
the cleated rubber sole specially designed for climbing had not yet made its 
appearance 

The principal tentage of the expedition was a modified Meade pattern - a 
sturdy two-man ndge tent which, for general mountaineering, had replaced 
the heavier Whymper tent of earlier years 14 An innovation, however, was a 
special framed tent of igloo shape, made by the firm of Camp and Sports 
Double-skinned with Jacqua material 
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It had eight curved struts, jointed in the middle to make easy porterage, a 
setvn-in ground sheet, which was supplemented later by a separate ground- 
sheet made by the Hurricane Smock Company, lace up doors, two mica 
windows, and a venulaung cowl which could be turned m any direction 
according to the wind In addition to guy-ropes there was an outer flap , 
which could be weighted down with snow or stones The tent accommo- 
dated six men in reasonable comfort at night Many more could squeeze m 
for the day 15 

Raymond Greene, with typical irreverence, described it as looking like a 
plum pudding without the sprig of holly Nevertheless, the three the 
expedmon took with them served them well , especially at Camp III The idea 
of such a structure does not seem to have survived this period and was not to 
return until, in modified form, it reappeared as the Whillans Box, long after 
the Second World War 

Among the more unusual items of equipment were three sixty-foot rope 
ladders presented to the expedition by the Yorkshire Ramblers’ Club (a noted 
caving and climbing club), one of which proved invaluable on the ice wall of 
the North Col 

It was inevitable that the oxygen question should be raised again, though it 
did not seem to arouse the same passions as formerly Most members were 
vaguely against it on purely aestheuc grounds, but nobody seems to have 
expressed strong opinions one way or the other The apparatus was redesigned 
by Greene, who made it simpler and achieved an all-up weight of only 12% lb 
In the event, it was never used by the climbers, though it was used 
medically 16 

Nevertheless, the Committee recognized that living in the high, thin air of 
Everest did have its problems, not least of which was the tendency for 
climbers to develop a severe sore throat Somervell, it will be recalled, almost 
died of this in 1924 The answer in 1933 was the Matthews Respirator, 
developed by Bryan Matthews at Cambridge Matthews pointed out that 
15-25 per cent of body heat production was lost through the respiratory 
system, and that in rarefied air there was not sufficient oxygen to replace the 
heat loss To combat this, the cylinder of his respirator consisted of fine 
copper mesh which absorbed the heat from the air breathed out and passed it 
to the cold air coming in At the same time the intersuccs of the mesh held 
moisture condensed from the outgoing breath, and this too was taken up by 
the incoming air The result was that the wearer breathed warm moist air 
instead of cold dry air his body heat improved and the cause of the sore throat 
disappeared Nevertheless, the device proved unpopular, mainly on psycho- 
logical grounds (the same resistance to any sort of protecuve mask is well 
known in industry) 
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As far as food was concerned the choice was much the same as before, 
ranging from basic pemmican (eaten mostly by the porters - the climbers 
couldn’t stomach it) to delicacies from Fortnum and Mason’s Raymond 
Greene described it thus 

The principles which govern the choice of a well-balanced diet are 
becoming generally known But where the safety of an expedition over a 
long period is involved, it is as well for the menus to be overhauled by an 
expert The last expedition was well served by Dr Zilva, of the Lister 
Institute It was not Dr Zilva’s fault that a diet which looked well on paper 
tasted less well in the mouth In fact, one of the most popular food-stuffs 
was the concentrated lemon juice suggested by him as an antiscorbutic But 
the diet must not only contain a well-balanced mixture of fats, protems and 
carbohydrates, arranged to give the necessary number of calories and 
containing the necessary min erals and accessory food substances It must be 
palatable Former parties, fighting their way unacclimatized and m poor 
health up the slopes of Mount Everest, found that from the North Col 
upwards their appetites deteriorated The 1933 party, well acclimatized and 
in robust health, retained its appetite, but became fastidious Unlike our 
forbears, we were not prepared to five on condensed milk, jam and acid 
drops We wanted meat, cut off the joint, and two veg Urgent messages 
were daily sent to the harassed party at Camp III, and by them passed on by 
wireless to the Base, demanding mutton and ham and eggs At Camp IV 
men dreamed, with childlike blissful smiles on their brown and hairy faces, 
of steak and onions and roly-poly pudding, while the more fiery spirits 
emptied into the crevasse tin after tin of a peculiarly loathsome tinned-meat 
ration, unpalatable at any height and inedible when great altitude had made 
gourmets of us all At Camp VI Shipton, almost dumb with laryngitis, was 
heard to whisper hoarsely, ‘Oh, for a few dozen eggs ’ 17 

Greene was equally scathing about the medical supplies proposed by 
Ruttledge and wrote to his leader 

McLean and I, with howls of laughter, have been through the hst of 
medical stores . It reads like a sale hst of a practitioner who has at the age 
of ninety-seven at last decided to retire 18 

Ail these subjects — gear, oxygen, food — had been gone over in great detail 
by previous expeditions and m general the expedition of 1933 simply copied 
their forbears, adding such little improvements as experience or the whims of 
the moment dictated There was only one significant acknowledgement of the 
march of science the expedition took with them a radio and telephone 
network’ This was the gift of Mr D S Richards, a radio enthusiast, and was 
operated by him and four members of the Royal Corps of Signals, two of 
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whom, E C Thompson and W R Smyth-Windham, accompanied the ex- 
pedition into Tibet Smyth -Windham, in fact, though no mountaineer, 
eventually reached the North Col 19 

It was the first time that radio communication had been tried m a 
Himalayan expedition, and part of Richards’ mouve was to see whether it was 
possible to use radio in such a wild area, and whether trans Himalayan 
communication was possible The principal transmitters and receivers were 
made by Standard Telephone & Cables, and supplemented at Camp III by a 
McMichael four-valve superhet, a gift of the McMichael Company This was 
long before ‘walkie talkies’ and today’s transistor models were thought of, and 
the apparatus was very heavy - the transmitter at Base Camp, for example, 
required six twelve-volt acid batteries, plus a charging unit 
The network consisted of transmitters and receivers at Darjeeling, Base 
Camp and Camp III, with a telephone line extension up to the North Col 
Despite the long, rough journey across Tibet, the apparatus worked well and 
Rutdedge found it possible to send messages to the Committee in London and 
receive a reply within twenty four hours Equally important, the expedition 
could be kept informed of the progress of the monsoon 
The radio was also used as a morale booster BBC overseas programmes 
were heard at Base Camp (stem discipline dictated that they were too late m 
the evening for Camp III) and a sort of ‘Forces Favourites’ was established by 
relaying gramophone music from Base to Camp III and even, on one 
occasion, over the phone to the North Col' 20 
The expedition assembled m Sikkim towards the end of February and then 
began the long journey through the Chumbi valley and across the wind- 
blown plateau of Tibet, following the now trad'Uonal route of Everest 
expeditions As a journey it was not particularly unpleasant, and the members 
came through it with fewer illnesses than previously 
They did, however, suffer the loss of some gear through theft - several pairs 
of high-alutude boots for Sherpas, a Meade tent, and sundry other items, 
including part of the liquor store The local Dzongpen was informed and 
suspicion fell upon four transport drivers who were convicted and given a 
hundred lashes each, with rawhide whips 

The punishment was administered by two men, one on cither side of the 
victim whose trousers were stripped, after every ten or fifteen lashes there 
was a pause and the accused’s hair and ears were pulled while he was told to 
produce the missing articles 21 

But they were never recovered, the men receiving then punishment with 
stoical indifference Smythe reckoned the stolen goods were worth about £ 1 00, 
which was equivalent to a fortune in Tibet, and doubdess the thieves thought 
the prize was worth a few lashes By Tibetan standards the sentence was light 
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Petty theft had always been a feature of Everest expeditions - notably from 
mail sent from Base Camp by runners — but not on this scale What it 
highlights is the great temptations huge expeditions put in the way of these 
impoverished peoples - an ugly symbol of the economic effects they had on 
the country through which they passed After all, there were a hundred or so 
men and three times as many beasts forming a mile-long column travelling 
through a sparsely inhabited and far from fruitful land where economic 
stability had settled centuries earlier at an appropriately low level Transport 
animals, chickens, eggs, maize - all these goods were required by the 
expedition, who were immensely rich by local standards, and willing to pay 
good prices The local officials, the Dzongpens, forced the population to 
provide the goods, despite the fact that it would upset the local economy The 
Dzongpens were acting under the Dalai Lama’s instructions, as laid out in the 
passport which every expedition carried, but even had they not been 
commanded to do so, the local Tibetans, bom traders, would certainly have 
sold the stuff anyway, and let the later consequences go hang The temptation 
was too great, and still is in similar remote mountain areas 

The thieving transport men were merely an excessive symptom of a general 
disease The corrupting influence which expeditions had on the Tibetans did 
not go unnoticed by thoughtful mountaineers m Europe, and it was one of the 
factors which led, albeit temporarily, to a change in strategy after 1933 
Base Camp was established near Rongbuk on 17 April, which was twelve 
days earlier than in 1924 The plan was to build up the camps fairly slowly, 
partly for more thorough acclimatization and partly so that the climbers would 
not be exhausted, or even fatigued, by the preliminaries to the detriment of 
the final assault This was fine in its way, and worked well m fact, but there 
can be dangers in the lethargy produced by underwork Shipton, already 
inwardly rebelling against the whole paraphernalia of large expeditions, 
commented that one of the greatest dangers was contracting bed sores 

Camp III, at 21,000ft and lying on the old site below a shoulder of 
Changtse, was established on 2 May At once it was obvious to the climbers 
that there had been considerable changes to the North Col slopes since the 
earlier expeditions The nght-hand or northern slope, where there had existed 
the ice chimney climbed by the 1924 party, had become a smooth, steep ice 
slope, threatened from above by ice walls which peeled off into avalanches, 
sweeping the slopes below On the left, the way up was barred by huge ice 
bulges which were far too difficult to climb at that altitude, and could never be 
made into a route for laden porters 

The only way was right up the middle - the dangerous route taken in 1922 
when seven porters were avalanched to them deaths But it too was changed A 
large crevasse ran across the middle of the slope and above it was a forty-foot 
ice wall The North Col ledge, which had provided such a comfortable camp 
168 



'Another Bloody Day’ 

site for the earlier expeditions, was above the ice wall, but now 200 ft below 
the col itself Apart from the constant danger of being swept away by 
avalanches the mam problems were the great crevasse and the ice wall Could 
the former be crossed or the latter climbed? 

For a fortnight, efforts to climb to the col were frustrated by bad weather 
Eleven climbers had assembled at Camp 1 1 1 as the days had gone by, but all 
they could do was make futile forays during the short periods of fine weather, 
cut a few steps up the col slopes and then retreat in the face of a fresh storm 
Within hours the work they had done was undone by the elements and so each 
attempt meant starting all over again 

Even in the brief periods of fine weather they could see the wind whipping 
the snow from the col itself Much to their surprise and chagnn, though the 
wind came from the west, as usual on Everest, the fact that they were on the 
east or leeward side of the col made no difference Instead of being sheltered, 
as they had a right to expect, they found that the wind came over the col then 
veered downwards, hammering the glacier bowl at the head of the East 
Rongbuk Glacier ‘The mountain,' wrote Smythe, ‘reeked and smoked hke a 
volcano, the embodiment of elemental fury ,u 
That was the good weather But conditions were often so bad that the 
climbers scarcely ventured out of their tents, or even out of their sleeping 
bags On 6 May Smythe’s diary began ‘Another bloody day ’ 2 3 

However, during a lull in the bad weather, Ruttledge took the opportunity 
of establishing an intermediate camp - 1 1 la - at the foot of the North Col, just 
out of avalanche danger When the opportunity came for a proper attack on 
the col. Camp Ilia would save a uring preliminary trudge for the climbers by 
being that much nearer the objective 24 
Illnesses of various lands had struck the party almost as soon as Base Camp 
had been reached Crawford had bronchitis, Wyn Hams flu, Wager diarrhoea 
and Thompson a suspect heart Though all of them gradually recovered, the 
party was constantly plagued by the ‘high altitude throat’ which had charac- 
terized the earlier Everest attempts 

As the days wore on the climbers became increasingly depressed There had 
never been such a continuous penod of bad weather on any Everest 
expedition, and all the time they had gamed on the march in was being blown 
away in the gusting winds of the East Rongbuk Desperately they talked of 
snatchmg a victory in a brief period of fine weather of a dash, without porters 
and each man carrying his own gear, for the top It was a futile plan, but at 
least it helped to while away the hours 

One of the problems of climbing snow slopes in a penod of unsettled 
weather is that time must be allowed for any fresh snow to consolidate after It 
has fallen To do otherwise is to invite destrucuon by avalanche This means 
that if there is a fine day following on a day of heavy snowfall, it may be 
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frastratingly dangerous to climb Such a day was 10 May, but when the fine 
weather continued on the next morning Smythe led a party onto the slopes of 
the col to see what condition the snow was in They found it bad loose fresh 
snow lying on ice — the ideal conditions for a wind slab avalanche After 
climbing a short distance with growing concern, they made a judicious retreat 
On the 12th, conditions were better and the weather still held its promise, 
so they set out again — Smythe, Shipton, Boustead and Wager with a couple of 
porters They climbed steadily up the steepening slopes to where the big 
crevasse cut across the face There they rested, and were joined by Longland 
who had followed their steps 

Fortunately, the crevasse was bridged at one point by a mass of hardened 
snow, presumably the remnants of some old avalanche Above this bridge 
nature had carved out a bowl in the ice, the upper hp of which was a forty-foot 
ice wall, perpendicular m part or even overhanging It looked a tough climb, 
but it was the only possible way ahead On either side of the bowl, the ice 
reared m hundred-foot walls, overlooking the crevasse. 

Smythe and Shipton advanced into the bowl At one point they were 
surprised to see the end of an old rope projecting from an ice wall - a remnant 
of 1922 or 1924, and now embedded fifty feet below the surface where it had 
once lam 

SmjThe attacked the forty-foot wall and found that it was tough, rubbery ice 
of the worst sort Instead of splintering, as normal ice does when struck by an 
ice axe, it just gripped the pick of the axe, which had then to be wrenched out, 
ready for the next blow It was slow and fatiguing work 

When at last Smythe had fashioned his first step he found he couldn’t stand 
m it without a balancing hand from Shipton, the wall was so steep. Longland 
and Wager amved at this point and the former produced a piton from his 
rucksack Though the piton was designed for rock, not ice, it was better than 
nothing and Smythe hammered it mto place above his head By means of a 
karabmcr he attached the rope to the piton, and so, providing the piton stayed 
in the ice, he was supported by a pull from above 
He described what happened next* 

With my left foot well planted in one step, I cut another step to the right 
above the overhanging bulge large enough for both feet The difficulty now 
was to get first the nght and then the left foot across to this step But first of 
all a rest was essential as I was panting so rapidly that I felt quite dazed, 
also, in addition to foot-holds I had cut hand-holds and my hands were 
losing sensation At the foot of the w'all I soon recovered breath, energy and 
circulation Then, feeling better, I set off again, but found that the only way 
o. reaching the new step w-as to stand on the piton with my right foot This 
wa<- bv no means easy in the broad, clumsy, high-altitude boot, and at my 
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first attempt my foot slipped and, bang now without support from above, I 
was within an ace of toppling off backwards Fortunately my left hand-hold 
and foot-hold prevented this, though the shortness of breath due to such an 
unexpected exertion nearly caused me to come off anyway A second 
attempt was successful, and once both feet were on the capaaous hold the 
worst was accomplished 25 

Above this the ice slope relented to 70°, but was plastered with snow which 
had to be brushed away by a gloved fist before steps could be cut As Smythe 
remarked later, it was savage going 

Eventually he reached a safe belay place and brought up Shipton on the 
rope Panting at every step they continued up the slope to the great ledge, 
which was the only possible place for Camp IV They found it to be a 
hump-backed ice shelf, which was the lower lip of a crevasse, ninety feet long 
and sixteen wide It was backed by a thirty-foot ice wall On this shelf there 
would eventually be two frame tents, a Meade and a porters’ bell tent 26 
It was almost certainly the same ledge that the 1922 and 1924 expeditions 
had used - only now, owing to the constant movement of the ice, it was at least 
200 ft below the col proper 

A storm was brewing The others had not followed Smythe and Shipton 
beyond the crevasse, but had begun fixing ropes in the lower part of the route 
The two climbers began a swift retreat as the snowflakes began to swirl and the 
cold became intense They abseiled down the ice wall to the bowl, then, 
helped by the fixed ropes, made a thankful descent to Camp Ilia The way to 
Camp IV was open 

Nevertheless the situation was not very rosy Shcrpas who should have 
come over from Khumbu to help the expedition were held up by heavy snows 
on the high passes, while the persistent illnesses which had plagued the team 
since Base Camp continued Ruttledge and Shebbeare, the two oldest men, 
had both come up to Camp 1 1 but were obviously feeling the altitude and had, 
like most, the Everest laryngitis Greene, who had been lucky to escape 
serious accident in a glacier tumble a few days earlier, ordered them down 
Various others in the team were either poorly acclimatized or suffered from 
laryngius More serious than any of these, however, Wood-Johnson was 
suffering severe stomach pains which proved to be due to a gastric ulcer He 
had been one of those expected to take part m the final assault, but that was 
now out of the question 

On the 13th Longland and Wager fixed up a caving ladder so that porters 
could climb the ice wall That evening the bad weather returned, but next 
day, though conditions were not perfect, Shipton, Smythe, Boustead and 
Bimie led twelve laden porters to the site of Camp IV at 22,800 ft then 
returned to Ilia Good news greeted them on then- return - forty' six Sherpas 
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had joined the expedition from the Khumbu The bad ncv,s was that the 
monsoon had reached Ceylon - there was only ten days, or at best a fortnight, 
before it reached Everest It was early 

Though the monsoon is the limiting factor in planning an Everest expedi- 
tion, m that one goes before or after it because it guarantees bad weather, it is 
not the only bad weather that strikes the mountain Both the 1924 and 1933 
expeditions suffered long periods of storm during the pre-monsoon period, 
for, like other great mountains, Everest can make its ov. n weather 

On the night of 14 May storms battered Camp Ilia, threatening to destroy 
the frame tent and its inhabitants When the wind finally abated at 10 o’clock 
next morning Smythe, Shipton, Boustead, Bimie and Wyn Harris set off for 
Camp IV with a dozen laden porters After an unpleasant climb — the wind 
was still fairly rough - they set up camp on the ice ledge and the porters 
descended to Camp Ilia Camp IV was finally established 

Supplies were ferried up to Camp IV next day and eleven porters remained 
there There were now sixteen men on the ice ledge and the build-up for the 
assault was beginning at last 

Because of its situation, tucked away on its ledge with its protecting ice 
wall, Camp IV was a much more sheltered place than the lower Camp Ilia 
The storms that began that night - the 16th - and continued to the 20th had 
far less effect on the upper camp than they had on the lower one, where 
Greene and his companions were for a time literally fighting for their fives. 
Years later, m his typical tongue-in-cheek style, Greene wrote 

We lay m the comfortable arctic tent like pips m a gigantic cantaloupe In 
the evening the hurricane returned Once or twice in the night I woke to 
find the tent swaying ominously At two o’clock there was a resounding 
crash and the side of the tent fell in Longland, who had very virtuously 
msisted on sleeping in his own leaky Meade tent to leave more room for the 
rest of us, slept on undisturbed The remaining four of us sat up and looked 
at one another with a wild surmise We knew that if we could not erect the 
tent again it was the end of us In such cold and in such a gale survival 
would have been impossible With no word spoken, Wager and I climbed 
out into the night It was fairly light but bitterly cold The moon and stars 
were partially obscured by light clouds scudding violently across a dark blue 
sky The mountains stood around vaguely self-illummated The wind was 
so strong that we could hardly stand Knee-high for me, shoulder-high for 
the shorter Wager, a thick layer of driven snow raced horizonrally, so that 
only his head was visible, apparently decapitated All the guys of the tent 
had given way, but after an hour they were replaced and the tent was secure 

though lop-sided After this unpleasmg interruption I slept unin terruptedly 
till seven o’clock. 27 
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At the upper camp, on the other hand, life could be tedious On the day 
after Greene bad had his night-time struggle with the tent, Smythe wrote 

Life was very boring I amused myself with a minute examination of my 
face in a small pocket mirror It had been wrecked by sun and wind Where 
my beard did not protect it, the skin could be pulled off m large flakes, and 
my ears were beyond all hope of immediate repair My nose was moderately 
sound except for the edges of the nostrils, which were raw and sore, whilst 
the constant need to wear woollen sweaters had saved my neck In the 
matter of bps, I was more fortunate than most, and by dint of constant 
greasing I had saved them from cracking too disastrously, but some of my 
companions had oozing crevasses and bergschrunds which were painful to 
contemplate Worst of all it had become a habit with me during the night to 
remove scabs when half asleep, so that old cracks were being constandy 
reopened and were not getting a chance to heal 28 

On the 18th, though the weather was still too bad for a relief party to climb 
the North Col slopes, it later became calm enough for the men at Camp IV to 
ascend the remaining few hundred feet to the crest of the col itself Despite the 
weather, bit by bit the expedition was making progress 
On the following day Smythe and Shipton reconnoitred the ndge and 
contact with the lower camps was re-established by the arrival of Wager and 
Longland with porters carrying additional stores and the tents for Camps V 
and VI The weather seemed on the mend, and on the 20th Camp IV became 
a hive of activity at 8 45 Wyn Hams Bimie, and Boustead, with eleven 
porters, started up the ndge to establish Camp V, while no fewer than five 
climbers came up from Ilia Greene, Wager, Longland, Crawford and 
Brocklebank, shepherding porters in an impressive build-up of men and 
materials 

But the bad weather they had expenenced during the previous fortnight had 
taken a greater toll than anyone realized Frustrauon and petty illnesses had 
built upon the natural anupathy one has for one’s fellow men at high altitudes 
and it needed only a spark to set light to the powder keg That spark came on 
the very day that things seemed to be going so well, 20 May, and it was struck 
by Bill Birnie 

In any large expedition there is not only an official hierarchy, duly 
appointed, such as Leader and Deputy Leader, but a more subtle unofficial 
one based on the experience and personalities of the team Doug Scott has 
referred to it in shop-floor terms as the ‘us and them’ syndrome, Raymond 
Greene, speaking specifically of the 1933 team, called it ‘a definite pecking 
order* 29 

In this pecking order, Bimie stood quite high Shcbbeare had been made 
Deputy Leader by Ruttledge, but Shcbbeare was fifty years old and after his 
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illness at Camp 1 1 1 he never went higher than Camp 1 1 again during the whole 
expedition ‘Birme tacitly assumed responsibility,’ wrote Greene, ‘and nobody 
argued ,3 ° Boustead, a soldier like Birme, certainly thought the latter was in 
command The others had probably given the matter little thought and were 
glad enough to leave the organization of Sherpas and loads to Birme 

On 20 May, then, Wyn Hams, Birme and Boustead, with eleven 
porters struggled up the ridge m an effort to establish Camp V The day was 
perfect but for the usual cold wind, and those who were watching progress 
from Camp IV expected no problems Camp V was earmarked for 25,500ft, 
but a thousand feet short of this target the party stopped, dumped their loads 
and started to descend The observers were astounded and concerned, they 
felt something must have gone seriously wTong 

The porters, in great fettle, came bounding back down the ndge> 
followed by Wyn Harris and later by Birme and a tired-looking Boustead. 
What had happened, apparently, was that Birme had decided the porters had 
had enough, m the cold wmd, and had ordered the retreat Boustead had 
acquiesced in this, but Wyn Hams was furious and there had been a violent 
disagreement Wyn Hams was for pushmg on and establishing the camp as 
planned, but Birme overruled him 

Back in the tent that night there was an almighty row, with accusations 
flying thick and fast and ranging far beyond the initial cause. All the pent-up 
frustrations of high-alunide living m bad weather burst forth Perhaps the 
most frustrated of all was Shipton 

Nerves were already frayed, and we were all liable to lose our tempers at 
the slightest provocation and to take our silly grievances sorely to heart. 
This seems to be a common manifestation of the effects of life at high 
altitudes In our case it was undoubtedly aggravated by the rough handling 
we had received from the weather, and by having been forced to spend so 
much of our tune during the past month cooped up in a tent with too little to 
do and too much to anticipate Being unable to speak above a whisper, I 
found it difficult to quarrel successfully with anyone, and it would have 
been too exhausung an attempt to pull my opponent’s beard Had I been 
psycho-analysed at the time, I would no doubt have been found to be 
suffering from some fierce repressions 31 

On the next day Ruttledge himseLf went up to Camp IV and held what was 
virtually a court martial. Normally the most mild-mannered of men, he was 
very angry and reprimanded both Birme and Boustead The latter apologized, 
but Birme stormed out of the meeting in a temper Two days had been lost, 
and in Greene’s opinion it cost the .expedition the chance of success 
Meanwhile Smythe and Shipton climbed 1,500 ft up the ndge ‘for exercise’ 
ext day, 22 May, another attempt was made to establish Camp V It was 
the same party as before, with the addition of Greene Ruttledge put Wyn 
174 



'Another Bloody Day 1 

Hams specifically in charge Accompanying them, more for exerase than 
anything else, were Longland and Wager Ruttledge himself went as far as the 
col throughout the expedition nobody could accuse Ruttledge of leading from 
behind He knew his limitations, both physical and technical, but he stretched 
them to the limit to urge his party on 

The day was calm and clear The porters romped up the easy ndge and 
Wager was climbing at the rate of 600 ft per hour Greene, however, who had 
only spent one night at Camp IV and was not yet acclimatized, found the 
going hard On the way up they came upon Finch’s camp of 1922, 'and though 
the tent was in shreds, the poles looked bright and new, and some tins of food 
still lay about, labels as intact as the day they were bought eleven years before 
So dry is the atmosphere at that alutude that nothing was affected, nothing 
rotted Greene was glad to find some oxygen still m a container Finch had 
abandoned and took a whiff of it to revive himself, if only for a moment He 
also picked up a can of film, thinking it might be of histone interest, but it 
later proved to have been unexposed 

Camp V was set up at 25,700 ft The plan had been for Wyn Hams, Greene, 
Boustead and Bimie to remain there with eight poners for one night, then 
continue up on the following day and establish Camp VI Longland had gone 
back to Camp IV with a sick porter, and now Greene was forced to retire, his 
place being taken by Wager 

Greene was given charge of the porters who were returning directly to the 
North Col, but in fact they needed no help on the easy ndge and had soon left 
the ailing climber behind Years later Greene wrote a dramauc account of his 
descent which gives a vivid picture of what utter exhaustion can do to a man at 
alutude - in his case, a big strong fellow 

The going was easy to a trained mountaineer, scrambling over rocks 
about as easy as the Crib Goch ndge on Snowdon, interspersed with patches 
of snow But I was a sick man In every patch of snow I fell over and rested a 
while At last in a very comfortable spot, sheltered from the howling wind, I 
decided that I had had enough I was warm and comfortable and the view 
was superb If I stayed where I was I would fall comfortably asleep I had no 
wife or children for whom I could feel responsible my parents had five 
other children and, though I knew they would mourn, they would lose only 
a small proportion of their offspnng I decided to stay 

I am reminded of what sometimes happens in a hot bath on a winter 
morning at home One hes there comfortably and there is no hurry to get 
out Then suddenly one is out of the bath with no conscious effort to leave 
it I do not remember any such effort, but suddenly I was struggling 
downwards again, f allin g again m every patch of snow, but rising at once 
when breath returned Then below me were the tents of Camp I V bright 
green against the snow 32 
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On 23 May Smythe and Shipton moved up to Camp V in the teeth of a 
strong wind. They were hardly surprised to find that nobody had tried to 
establish the next camp, in view of the conditions, but it did mean someone 
would have to go down to Camp IV because V wasn’t big enough In the event 
Wager and Wyn Hams went down 

Camp V comprised two platforms, one some four feet above the other Each 
platform accommodated two Meade tents, pitched end on 33 Besides the 
porters, the camp now held Bimie, Boustcad, Smythe and Shipton. 

During the night a storm blew up and raged all through the following day. 
Smythe and Shipton discussed whether, once the wind dropped, they should 
abandon the plans for Camp VI and attempt a summit dash from their present 
position, but any such decision was made unnecessary by the wind rising again 
on the 25th, foremg a total retreat of the entire party to Camp IV, where they 
found the tents threatened by avalanche and spent the next day moving 
them, 34 

There were now eleven climbers at Camp IV, in varying degrees of fitness, 
which was far too many for practical purposes and only served to make the 
supply position more difficult, especially as nobody seemed to be suffering any 
loss of appetite through altitude 35 To ease matters, Ruttledge, Greene, 
Crawford and Brocklebank descended to Camp III with the exhausted porters 
who had established Camp V 

The assault began again on 28 May with Bimie, Longland, Wager and Wyn 
Hams moving up to Camp V On the next day, leaving Bimie in charge of the 
camp to await the arrival of Smythe and Shipton, the other three, with the 
eight Sherpas, set off to establish Camp VI, which they managed to do half 
way up the Yellow Band at 27,400ft — 600ft higher than in 1924, and about 
400 yards nearer the summit, which was 1 ,600 ft above 

A ledge, nowhere more than three feet wide, sloping outwards and clogged 
with snow, formed the site for the camp. A modest platform was built on 
which to raise the tent, but the floor sloped and about a quarter of the tent 
hung freely over the void of the North Face Wager and Wyn Hams settled in 
for the night, Longland took the porters down 
The route which had been followed between Camps V and VI was not an 
easy one to follow an indiscriminate line zig-zagging up the featureless acres 
of slabs that form the North Face Longland realized that m descent the 
porters could easily lose their way, especially as they were tired and therefore 
likely to be careless, and that there was a potential accident waiting to happen 
Astutely, he decided not to follow the line of ascent, but to make instead for 
the North Ridge itself, which should provide an infallible guide 

Hardly had they reached the ridge than a great storm swept up with 
startling suddenness. 
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A moment before all had been quiet and peaceful In a few seconds 
Nature seemed to go mad The far horizons vanished as the voice of the 
wind rose to a scream and the snow tore past in blinding sheets The effect 
upon tired men may be imagined Their world disappeared, their goggles 
iced up till they had to be discarded, whereupon then eyelashes froze 
together, making it very difficult to sec at all They were literally fighting for 
their fives 

Well for them that they had a great leader and a great mountaineer at 
their head Longland never faltered though, to use his own words, ‘visibility 
suddenly narrowed to a snowswept circle of some twenty yards, and - 1 was 
taking a party of porters down a ndge which I had never been on before, but 
which I knew to be ill-defined and easy to lose, particularly m such 
conditions ’ He kept his men in close order, and they staggered downwards, 
leaning sideways against the wind to keep their balance and peering through 
the storm for a glimpse of the North Peak and the ndge, but seeing nothing 
beyond the rocks just ahead Every few minutes they halted to count their 
numbers, lest someone should be lost or left behind The men were 
responding magnificently to example, and not one fell out 

Suddenly, below a little cliff, they came upon a spot of green, Norton’s 
Camp VI of 1924, where Mallory and Irvme spent their last night of fife and 
where Odell came in his great effort to find them The tent was no longer 
usable after nine years of exposure, yet it looked surprisingly new The 
men, much cheered by this discovery, rummaged about and found a folding 
candle lantern and a lcvcr-torch The latter worked at the first touch Then 
they hurried on downwards, for to remain still in these condiuons meant 
death The storm continued relentlessly 

About 200 ft lower down a temble thought occurred to Longland He 
remembered that, m one of the 19Z4 photographs of Mount Everest as seen 
from the Base Camp, the posiuon of that year’s Camp VI was marked by an 
arrow poinung, not to the main north ndge, but to a subsidiary ndge farther 
to the east Could it be that he was leading his party straight for the 
appalling ice slopes above the East Rongbuk glacier, instead of down the 
mam ndge to Camps V and IV, and safety? It was a dreadful moment, and 
the worst of it was that he could see no landmark through the flying snow 
But he kept his head and watched for the appearance of a great snow 
couloir, which he knew must be on the left if he were on the wrong ndge 
The anxious descent continued slowly, down little snow-covered cliffs and 
icy screes, reassured to some extent by the invisibility of the couloir But it 
was a painful passage Some of the more exhausted porters were beginning 
to sit down, unable to face any longer the torture of the wind They had to 
be urged to their feet and encouraged to keep on down that doubtful. 
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perhaps fatal ridge, the problem of which the leader had to keep to himself 
At last, over a little edge, and not a hundred feet below, appeared a green 
tent It was Camp V Longland had brought his party safe through a test 
which even Mount Everest could hardly make more severe He had not 
enjoyed one care-free moment for two hours 36 

Two of the exhausted porters remained at Camp V, the rest, after a brief 
interval, continued down to Camp IV, followed by Longland 37 
So far the plan was working admirably On the 30th, Wager and Wyn 
Hams began their assault from Camp VI, Smythe and Shipton moved up to 
VI from V, and in support at IV were Longland, Crawford and McLean. 

After a poor night of little sleep and a scanty breakfast, Wager and Wyn 
Hams left the tent at 5 40 a m to begin their climb They traversed 
diagonally upwards towards the North East Ridge and about an hour later, 
just as the sun had appeared with its welcoming rays, Wyn Hams, who was 
leading, came across an ice axe lying on a slab It could only have belonged to 
Mallory or Irvine a poignant reminder of the 1924 tragedy 38 

Leavmg the axe where it lay, to be recovered later, the two men continued 
their climb, reaching the foot of the First Step, which close acquaintance 
showed to be two large towers on the ndge. Their thoughts were to turn the 
First Step and gam the crest beyond it, m other words to follow the route 
Mallory had always advocated, but they now saw that the ndge itself would be 
difficult and time-consuming 

At this point the two climbers were at the junction between the Yellow 
Band, whose slabs they had ascended, and the much steeper grey rock which 
forms the crest of the ndge and of which the Fust Step is the terminal tower 
So far they had not felt the necessity to rope up, and as they surveyed what lay 
ahead they could see that the going along the ledge where the Yellow Band 
met the grey rock was equally easy, and therefore swift 

They traversed along the ledge to a point duectly below the formidable 
Second Step From a distance they thought they had seen an oblique gully 
cutting into the Second Step in a north-easterly duecuon, but this vanished 
from view as they grew nearer The step was a formidable cliff which they 
considered unchmbable - and m any case, consideration of it was academic, 
because the steep grey limestone separating them from the foot of the cliff was 
equally unchmbable 

The Second Step was the terminal prow of another band of grey rock lying 
on top of that which formed the First Step, like two unequal layers in a cake 
Wyn Hams and Wager thought that they could see a minor gully cutting up 
through both bands which would lead to the ndge above the Second Step and 
so give access to the summit pyramid Once again they were deceived the 
guUy proved to be nothing more than a shallow scoop, which disappeared 
before it reached the crest of the rocks 


178 



'A nolher B loody Day ’ 

Though they were not to know it at the time, by avoiding initial contact 
with the ndge at the First Step, Wyn Hams and Wager had cut out any 
possibility of following Mallory’s ndge route and were committed to the 
North Face traverse first attempted by Norton and Somervell In view, too, of 
the renewed controversy about the fate of Mallory and Irvine which the 
discovery of the ice axe provoked, it is important to remember that though 
Wyn Hams and Wager traversed directly below the Second Step, they did not 
actually come close enough to it to make a realisuc ludgcmcnt of its difficulty 
It is a well known axiom in climbing that to judge correctly the difficulty of a 
cliff, one must rub noses with it 

The two men, now roped, found themselves forced to traverse a descending 
fine over increasingly difficult ground, onto the North Face and towards 
Norton’s gully, which lay round a comer some 500 ft away 

Having reached the gully they discovered it to be full of loose powder snow 
It was 50 ft wide, and the crossing of it proved sensational, for had it 
avalanched, or had one of them slipped, they would have fallen 10,000 ft to the 
Rongbuk Glacier below 

Beyond the gully the rocks were Steepler than before, more snowed up 
because they were more sheltered from the wind, and devoid of any place to 
belay Finally they reached a point about 150 ft beyond the gully and 50 ft 
higher than the top of the Yellow Band, where they halted to review the 
situation It was 12 30 p m and the summit lay 1,000 ft above - say another 
four hours of climbing, which would scarcely have left time for a descent to 
Camp V Had conditions been good they would undoubtedly have taken the 
risk and pressed on, but the loose snow covering the rocks and filling the 
gullies upped the balance in favour of cauuon 
Wyn Hams and Wager turned back They had equalled the height recorded 
established by Norton m 1924 

Unwilling to retrace the desperate traverse of the morning, the two men 
took a lower and easier line across the gully and the slabs beyond This led 
them back to the foot of the First Step, but by now they were too exhausted to 
climb up the grey rock and see what the ndge was really like between the two 
steps Instead, Wyn Hams retrieved the ice axe from its slab (leaving his own 
m its place) while Wager crawled to the ndge below the First Step and peered 
down the tremendous East Face of Everest 

They reached Camp VI at 4 p m , reported to Smythe and Shipton, then 
continued on down to Camp V and the waiting Bimie On the following day 
they descended to the North Col, and almost met with disaster when Wyn 
Hams, glissading down some hard snow, suddenly found himself sliding 
towards a precipice overlooking the East Rongbuk Glacier Fortunately he 
managed to use his ice axe as a brake to stop himself and climb back to safety - 
but it was a near thing and again symptomauc of the tiredness which induces 
carelessness in 'easy’ places 
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Meanwhile Smythe and Shipton spent the day stormbound m Camp VI and 
were unable to begin their attempt unul the following morning, 1 June The 
intense cold deterred them from starting too early, and it was 7 30 a m before 
they left the tent Neither was in good shape they had eaten badly and slept 
worse, and they had been too high for too long Right from the outset Shipton 
felt ill and when they reached a level platform near the foot of the First Step he 
collapsed, utterly beaten Encouraging Smythe to go on alone, Shipton 
returned to Camp VI 

Smythe had no hesitation m choosing Norton’s route the ridge above him 
looked too formidable and the Second Step seemed impregnable, like ‘the 
sharp bow of a battle cruiser’ He traversed across the slabs and the great gully 
and, like those who had gone before him, found the rocks beyond the gully too 
dangerous by half 

When these slabs are snow-free they are probably not much more difficult 
than the slabs to the east of the great couloir There are numerous ledges, 
and though the general angle is appreciably steeper, there is no necessity for 
anything but balance climbing, and I confidently believe no insuperable 
obstacle will prevent the climber from reaching the subsidiary couloir But 
now snow had accumulated deeply on the shelving ledges and it was the 
worst kind of snow, soft like flour, loose like granulated sugar and incapable 
of holding the feet in position As I probed it with my axe, 1 knew at once 
that the game was up So far the climbing had been more dangerous than 
difficult, now it was both difficult and dangerous, a fatal combination on 
Everest The only thing I could do was to go as far as possible always 
keepmg one eye on the weather and the other on the strength I should need 
to retreat safely 39 

He pushed on gamely, but the psychological pressure brought about by the 
uncertain dangers and his loneliness eventually grew too strong 

I was a prisoner, struggling vainly to escape from a vast hollow enclosed 
by dungeon-hke walls Wherever I looked hostile rocks frowned down on 
my impotent struggkngs, and the wall above seemed almost to overhang me 
with its dark strata set one upon the other, an embodiment of static, but 
pitiless, force 40 

Smythe struggled on a few more feet, reaching roughly the same point as his 
predecessors before he accepted the inevitable defeat Norton in 1924, and 
now Wyn Hams, Wager and Smythe m 1933, had all reached a height of 

28,200 ft a record no Western climbers ever exceeded on the north side of 
Everest 

The question must be asked if the climbers had used oxygen would they 
have succeeded m climbing the mountain in 1933? The condition of the rocks 
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on the far side of the great gully was undoubtedly bad, but were they made 
insuperable only by the debilitating effects of high altitude? Both Smythe and 
Shipton have described at length the mental lethargy which altitude mvokes, 
in addition to sheer physical tiredness - a kind of ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude 
which is both dangerous and at the same time not conducive to the sort of 
effort needed to chmb Everest Each man who got near the goal m those early 
years and who turned back felt relief rather than disappointment Smythe 
himself later hinted that a man would need more than willpower to get to the 
top, he would need an inbred determination to succeed springing from his 
subconscious so that it would drive him on even when willpower faltered 
‘Perhaps it is not too much to say that Everest will be climbed in England,’ he 
concluded 41 

As regards oxygen, Wyn Hams suggested it should be used for the crossing 
of the couloir and the rocks beyond, along with fixed ropes Smythe, a 
romantic purist if ever there was one, was forced to agree that oxygen might 
have been useful 

Prior to 1933 there were those to whom the thought of it was abhorrent I 
confess to a similar prejudice There seemed something almost unfair in 
climbing what was then thought to be an easy mountain by such artificial 
means I doubt whether there is a member of the present expcdiuon who 
now thinks thus, for Everest has been proved to rely for its defence not only 
on bad weather and altitude, but on its difficulues too, it allows of no 
lautude, it defends with every means in its power, and its weapons are 
temble ones, it is as exacting on the mind as it is on the body Those who 
tread its last 1,000 ft tread the physical limits of the world 42 

George Finch, ever the savage watchdog of the doings of the Everest 
Committee, was infuriated by the continued non use of oxygen and by the 
common belief that oxygen was of no benefit to a naturally acclimatized man 
‘a conclusion so aggressively at variance with established fact that even to the 
unscientific mind it is surely incomprehensible’ Tampering with oxygen, in 
the way suggested by Wyn Hams, was no good at all in Finch’s view 

This wretched state of indecision about oxygen must be ended, and in 
good time, too, if the next expedition is to succeed Either oxygen should be 
taken and used full blast in the attack abo\c 25,000 or esen above 23,000 
feet, or it should be utterly tabooed on moral or material grounds, or indeed 
for any other reason that the wit of man can conceit c And if the prospeeme 
Everest committee cannot bring itself to decide one way or the other then 
sack the lot' 43 

Whether in fact oxygen would hate giten Wyn Hams, Wager or Smythe 
the necessary strength, physical and mental, to tackle the snowed up rocks 
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beyond the great gully, there is no means of knowing The only certainty is 
that George Finch remained a voice crying in the wilderness 
There can be little doubt that during his return from his solo attempt, 
Smythe was near to exhaustion For one thing he descended only as far as 
Camp VI, and for another he suffered from the delusory experience, common 
to climbers under stress, of imagining he was accompanied by a partner 
His second experience, however, was less common. 

I was still some 200 feet above Camp VI and a considerable distance 
horizontally from it when, chancing to glance in the direction of the north 
ndge, I saw two cunous-looking objects floating m the sky They strongly 
resembled kite-balloons m shape, but one possessed what appeared to be 
squat underdeveloped wmgs, and the other a protuberance suggestive of a 
beak They hovered motionless but seemed slowly to pulsate, a pulsation 
incidentally much slower than my own heart-beats, which is of interest 
supposing that it was an optical illusion The two objects were very dark in 
colour and were silhouetted sharply against the sky, or possibly a back- 
ground of cloud So interested was I that I stopped to observe them My 
brain appeared to be working normally, and I deliberately put myself 
through a senes of tests First of all I glanced away The objects did not 
follow my vision, but they were still there when I looked back agam Then I 
looked away again, and this time identified by name a number of peaks, 
valleys and glaciers by way of a mental test But when I looked back agam, 
the objects still confronted me At this I gave them up as a bad job, but just 
as I was starting to move agam a mist suddenly dnfted across Gradually 
they disappeared behind it, and when a minute or two later it had dnfted 
clear, exposing the whole of the north ndge once more, they had vanished as 
mystcnously as they came 44 


Unidentified flying objects in the Himalaya 5 Knowledge of U F O s was 
much less common in 1933 than it is today, but Smythe’s descnption of what 
he saw has a familiar nng to modern readers Or was it simply the mental state 
of a tired man under great stress that produced what Raymond Greene called 
Tranl's pulsating teapots’ 5 


When Smvthc returned exhausted to Camp VI about 12 30 p m , Shipton, 
much recox crcd, xoluntcered to go down to Camp V Neither felt able to 
endure the cramped conditions of the camp for another night with only one 
there tt might be better. So Shipton set off down at 1 30 p m while Smythe 
*' ad in’o an obbx ion of fatigue 

t had Shipton traxersed across the slabs to the ridge (everyone now 

; .* ^ horgbnd s descent route) than, like Longknd, he was met by a 

uy.xrd ther suddenly blcv up out of nowhere The fierceness of the storm 
V ' “h he could do was cower behind a boulder till the wind 
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abated, then descend in short rushes between the violent gusts But in the 
swirling mist and snow he soon lost all sense of direction, so he found a 
relatively sheltered nook and waited hopefully for a sign to guide him 
Luckily, the mists parted for a moment and revealed the dark spire of 
Changtsc - the North Peak - which enabled Shipton to recover a sense of 
direction and complete his loumcy to Camp V, where Bimic, now weak and 
frostbitten from his long and faithful vigil, was waiting for him 
The next da>, after a good night’s rest (the only one recorded at Camp VI) 
Smythc began his descent as soon as the sun came up He encountered vcrglas 
on the slabs, which was unique in Everest experience, and he put it down to 
extra moisture in the monsoon air, which had now reached the mountain from 
the Indian plains 45 

Just as he was reaching easier ground below the Yellow Band, another 
sudden storm such as had hit Longland and Shipton came roaring in from the 
north west and flattened Smyihe against the rocks The force almost tore him 
from the mountain and the cold was paralysing Stumbling and sliding, he 
managed to find a sheltered ledge, and remained there for half an hour, while 
the wind roared overhead When at last it slackened a little, he continued his 
descent and much to his chagnn was |ust in time to see the distant figures of 
Bimic and Shipton abandon Camp V There was nothing for it but to stagger 
down after them towards the North Col, and hours later it was a thankful 
Smythc who, almost at the end of his tether, was greeted by Jack Longland 
who had come up the ridge to meet him, bearing a flask of hot tea laced with 
brandy 

On 3 June the retreat from Camp IV was, as Smythc described it, ‘a descent 
of broken men’ Though they left some gear at the col in case another attempt 
was feasible, in their hearts they knew it was a futile gesture Bimic was in a 
bad way through frostbite and alutude debihtauon, McLean had developed 
pneumonia, Shipton had lost the power of coherent speech - and other 
members, lower down the long trail of camps to Base, were m little better 
shape 

All returned to Base Camp under Greene’s orders where a medical check-up 
took place and where, from those pronounced fit, a further attempt was 
planned Men and materials actually went up to Camp III, but to no avail 
Ruttlcdge found himself in something of a dilemma The monsoon had 
arrived and chmbing the mountain was no longer possible On the other hand 
quite a number of the climbers were still reasonably fit, and one or two - 
Crawford and Brocklebank, for example - were only just reaching the peak of 
condiuon It seemed a pity to waste such good potenual for the want of a few 
weeks’ waiung, especially as the Political Officer in Sikkim had told Ruttlcdge 
that the chance of another expediuon was slight 46 Ruttledge therefore 
proposed to the Committee that he and six or seven of the climbers should 
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recuperate in the Kama valley, then return for another attempt on the 
mountain in the autumn 47 

The Committee replied by cable next day 

Money not available for autumn Withdraw expedition Darjeeling at your 
convenience You have done everything possible Congratulate all on safe 
execution hazardous enterprise We are applying for permission next year. 
Chairman 48 
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‘We Are Beginning 
to Look Ridiculous’ 


Ruttledge reported to the Everest Committee on 2 October It was 
inevitably the report of a commander whose troops had fought bravely, only to 
lose the battle On the positive side, three climbers had gone as high as Man 
had ever climbed before and there was a fuller appreciation of what was 
involved in proper acclimatization, even if the thorny nettle of oxygen usage 
remained ungrasped There was also a proven nucleus of young climbers 
capable of reaching the summit given the right conditions 1 On the other 
hand, the equipment still left something to be desired and nobody was yet able 
accurately to predict when the monsoon should strike Everest Was the 
monsoon of 1922 late, or were the monsoons of 1924 and 1933 early? Nobody 
could say for sure 

If the Committee was disappointed it put on a brave face to the world, 
applied to the authonues for another attempt on the mountain, and asked 
Ruttledge to lead it It was a very gentlemanly, even cosy, winding-up of yet 
another unsuccessful Everest attempt 

But beneath the surface, well hidden from public gaze, an almighty storm 
was brewing 

The seeds of the storm lay in the successive failures that had now accrued on 
Everest Mallory had been right when he said that climbing Everest was more 
like war than mountaineering — it had indeed become a war of attnuon 
Amongst the younger climbers, who felt perhaps that the mountain was not all 
that difficult measured as a technical exercise, there was a feeling of despair 
and frustration It seemed obvious to them that the whole business of climbing 
Everest was being grossly mismanaged 

They looked at the Committee and did not like what they saw there In the 
first place they could see no good reason for the presence of the Royal 
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Geographical Society representatives, since Everest was now purely a techni- 
cal clim bing problem, and in the second place, they thought their own 
representatives were past it ‘It is difficult to overemphasize the frustration felt 
by young climbers in the mid-nineteen thirties,’ wrote Jack Longland many 
years later, ‘believing, as they did, that the conduct both of the [Alpine] Club 
and of Everest affairs was largely in the hands of people who had not been near 
a serious climb for years ,2 Carrying this to a logical conclusion, there was also 
a strong feeling that the leader of the next Everest expedition should be a man 
capable of leading from the front 

And the eye of the storm alighted on Hugh Ruttledge, the mild-mannered, 
limping non-climber, whose leadership embodied everything the young guard 
detested 

It was entirely a gut reaction brought on by Ruttledge’s mdecisiveness In 
1933 there was no evidence that Ruttledge had put a foot wrong, or that if he 
had acted in any other way the expedition would have been more successful 
One can, perhaps, pomt hesitantly at the Bimie mcident, when time was lost 
in establishing Camp V, and which Greene main tarns cost them the summit, 
but that was hardly Ruttledge’s fault, and he rectified the matter immediately 
with the only real flash of anger ever connected with his name 

Nevertheless, Ruttledge was the scapegoat he was the chap who was too 
nice by half to lead such a talented, self-opinionated team as that on Everest 
in 1933 

‘He felt that he had had greatness thrust upon him ’ wrote Longland 

I think the trouble was that his qualities of modesty, kindliness and 
gentleness were not those which easily overcame the difficulty of directing 
men who in that particular field had experience of a kind that he lacked He 
was chosen to lead a group of young men who knew far more about 
mountaineering than he did And therefore it was when technical decisions 
had to be taken which appeared to him to have several equally possible 
answers that his real dilemma appeared He worked himself to the verge of 
collapse preparing for an expedition that was very hastily mounted, and 
then, during its conduct, found himself listening too continuously and too 
deprecatingly about the ways m which the problem might be solved There 
were too many voices, and, if the voice of personal ambition was rarely 
raised, and, when raised, as often thoroughly discounted, Hugh Ruttledge 
found it difficult, m that inevitable Babel, to make up his own mind, and, 
when he did, he sometimes made it up by a snap decision on evidence that 
uas not the best 3 

. ‘ so ' D,ccs were raised against Ruttledge during the course of the expedition 
m 1933, it was only dunng the aftermath, during the cosy acceptance of 
ai ure, that the storm broke Like all such rows it was superficially petty, 
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spiteful and with more than a hint of skullduggery - but the causes went deep 
The last meeting of the ‘Old’ Mount Everest Committee took place on 15 
March 1934, and they considered a letter from Ruttledge expressing his desire 
to resign the leadership of any future expediuon No reasons are given in the 
Committee Minute Book, which records only the Committee’s regret and 
the fact that they were prepared to accept the resignation only because of 
the improbability of obtaining permission for an expedition in 1935 But the 
Minutes do not relate all that passed at the meeting and consequently are not a 
true record in fact Longstaff told the meeting of the criticisms which had 
been levelled at Ruttledge and of which Ruttledge was by now aware 
Two days previously Ruttledge wrote to Crawford 

My dear Ferdie, 

Tom Brocklebank has written to say, in the nicest possible way, that he 
can no longer support me in the leadership He thinks I’m no longer heart 
and soul in the show He’s wrong about that but I didn’t see that anything 
much could be done until the posiuon was clearer 

Still I understand from T G L that he did not agree with my views and it 
may be that other members of the party feel the same about it If so my 
resignation, which I sent in to the Committee yesterday, will save them and 
me embarrassment 

The field is now clear I shall always do anything I can to attain the 
success we all desire - Yours ever, Hugh 4 

The letter leaves no doubt that Ruttledge knew what was afoot, and the 
reference to the field being clear indicates that he knew Crawford had designs 
on the leadership It was, on the face of it, a gentlemanly withdrawal to avoid 
distasteful controversy 

A new Committee was consututed in May Representing the R G S were 
Ma|or General Percy Cox, who became Chairman, Kenneth Mason, who had 
recently retired as Superintendent of the Survey of India to become Professor 
of Geography at Oxford, and L R Wager, who had been on the 1933 
expedition For the Alpine Club there was the redoubtable Colonel Strutt, 
together with Hugh Ruttledge and Cohn (Ferdie) Crawford Sir Geoffrey 
Corbett represented the Himalayan Club Spencer and Hinks continued as 
joint honorary secretaries, though a few months later Spencer became 
Treasurer and E S Herbert took over as A C Secretary Hinks, of course, 
remained the real power 

The cnucisms of Ruttledge became so clamorous that the new Committee 
were forced to make official recogmuon of them Confidential statements were 
taken from Smythe, Crawford, Shipton and Wager Meanwhile, despite his 
resignation, Ruttledge appeared to act as an expedition leader, even advising 
on the disposal of surplus equipment to the Himalayan Club 
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No doubt the affair would have blown over had it not been for the Tibetans 
unexpectedly granting permission for another expedition in 1935 or 1936 The 
Committee decided to send out a light reconnaissance party in the post- 
monsoon period of 1935 and follow up with a full-scale expedition in the next 
year Ruttledge was asked to be leader — and he promptly accepted. 

In the back rooms of South Audley Street, all hell broke loose The offer 
had been made to Ruttledge out of courtesy for his past services and nobody 
had expected him to withdraw his resignation When he did, those who were 
involved with Everest, whether as administrators or climbers, polarized mto 
two hostile factions, the pro-Ruttledge and anti-Ruttledge groups — and it js 
fair to say that the anti-Ruttledge group were pro-Crawford In effect, 
therefore, it became a struggle between Ruttledge and Crawford, with great 
reluctance on Ruttledge’s part, one feels, and increasing animosity on 
Crawford’s 

Among the members of the 1933 team, Longland, Wager and Brocklebank 
supported Crawford, while Smythe, Wyn Hams and Shipton supported 
Ruttledge Smythe’s influential support in particular must have encouraged 
Ruttledge, but nevertheless he had no stomach for a fight and resigned again — 
T have of course requested the Committee to consider me no further,’ he 
wrote to Crawford, explaining his reluctance 5 

This placed the Committee in a serious dilemma They now had to find a 
replacement for Ruttledge, but were equally determined that it would not be 
Crawford, whom they regarded as the cause of all the mischief, at best an 
upstart, at worst a traitor 

One of the criticisms levelled against Ruttledge (presumably stemming 
from the Birnie affair) was that he failed to maintain adequate discipline and 
this prompted the Committee to seek a military alternative - thus effectively 
silencing the criticism and thwarting Crawford at the same time Ruttledge 
himself suggested Norton, but Norton was unable to accept Geoffrey Bruce 
was also unable to accept, and so was Maj Gen R C Wilson, a friend of 
Ruttledge’s who was with him in Kumaun in 1926 and who had made a 
spirited attack on the Tibetan mountain called Railas in the same year The 
Committee, in some desperation, turned in on itself, but both Kenneth Mason 
and Strutt refused the job 

The decisive Committee meeting took place on 28 March 1935 In 
desperation the Chairman telephoned Longstaff to ask whether he would lead 
the expedition, but Longstaff replied that he did not really want to go, and 
would accept only if all the members of the previous expedition wanted him 
Such unorthodox democracy affronted Cox and his colleagues Corbett said 
u fily that the leader must select the team, and not the team the leader, while 

ason said LongstafPs suggestion smacked of a Soviet Longstaff s name was 
promptly dropped. 
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In a gesture of compromise John Morris’s name was hopefully floated by 
Crawford Morns had been an excellent transport officer in 1922 but the 
Committee felt he did not carry enough weight to command an expedition 
They were seeking high executive matSnal, and at the time Moms was just an 
ordinary Major In any case, one feels they would have regarded any 
suggestion by Crawford with suspicion 6 
During all these discussions Ruttlcdge and Crawford, who were both 
members of the Committee, were asked to withdraw on several occasions and 
were absent when Morris's name was abandoned The Committee were now 
faced with the only real choice they had ever had - Ruttledge or Crawford 
While the two men were absent the others took the opportunity briefly to 
discuss them, though everyone’s position was well known Strutt said he could 
not support Rutdedge because Rutdedge did not have the confidence of some 
of the 1933 party, and he read out a letter from Wager, who was unable to 
attend the meeting, to the same effect Both Strutt and Wager thought 
Crawford would make a good leader Sir Geoffrey Corbett expressed his 
opmion that the 1933 expedition failed because of the three days lost at the 
North Col when Crawford was in charge, and Mason said that he too felt 
strongly about the North Col incident 
Cox brought up the subject of a Soviet again - and though he was 
overstating the case, what he really meant, and what the others felt though 
they didn’t say so, was that they did not want the jx>wcr of the Committee 
successfully challenged by a bunch of upstart young climbers And it was the 
young climbers who mainly supported Crawford It was the ‘us and them’ 
situation all over again They were the managers and they had no intention of 
being dictated to by the shop floor 

At the same time Cox and his colleagues could not afford to ignore Crawford 
altogether, as they would dearly loved to have done There were powerful 
Alpine Club facuons who supported him - including, of course, Strutt As a 
final despairing measure it was agreed to bring the two men mto the room 
again and ask each whether he was prepared to lead the expedition if chosen - 
there was always the faint chance that one of them might back down at the last 
moment 

When Ruttledge and Crawford came into the room, Cox asked Ruttledge 
whether, pnma facie, he would lead if chosen Ruttledge prevaricated and 
asked the Committee to consider Crawford first, but this they refused to do 
Eventually, Ruttledge said, ‘Yes, on certain conditions ’ 

The quesuon was then put to Crawford and, astonishingly, he replied, ‘I 
cannot say I would like to lead, but 1 am prejjared to accept if the Committee 
cannot get anyone better This was not only an open insult to Ruttledge, but 
it was taking modesty beyond the bounds of credibility 
When both men had retired once more, the choice was put to the \otc 
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Wager’s letter was counted as a vote for Crawford, but Sir Geoffrey Corbett 
was not allowed to vote because the position of the Himalayan Club on the 
Committee had not yet been officially ratified. Cox was nothing if not 
scrupulous — he could afford to be, smee the result was a foregone conclusion 
Strutt and Wager voted for Crawford, Cox and Mason voted for Ruttledge 
Hrnks and Spencer did not have votes, so the result was a tie Sir Percy Cox 
therefore exercised his Chairman’s casting vote for Ruttledge 
When the two protagonists were brought back into the room and told the 
result, the Chairman asked Ruttledge what were the conditions of acceptance 
he had mentioned ‘I consider it is not in the interests of the new expedition 
that it should include all the members of the former,’ he replied, blandly 7 
Crawford took the decision badly ‘He became quite paranoid towards the 
end of the affair,’ said Raymond Greene ‘I went along partly with what 
Crawford said, but I wouldn’t have earned it to such extremes ’ 8 
To Ruttledge, Crawford sent a bitter letter on 2 May 

There is no blinking the fact that all this Everest publicity has fanned a 
flame in you, hitherto dormant, of personal ambition and this has brought 
you to the pass of forcing yourself upon the expedition against the sincere 
advice of the mountaineers, and by means of the support (even to the extent 
of a casting vote at the critical moment) of the non-mountaineers, who 
perforce are completely ignorant of the needs of the Everest expedition 9 

Yet the most that Ruttledge was guilty of was vacillauon it was only 
Crawford’s suspicions that saw duplicity On the other hand, there is no doubt 
that Sir Percy Cox and Kenneth Mason had it in for Crawford all along They 
considered his actions traitorous, or at least not the conduct becoming an 
officer and gentleman Mason summed up the Establishment position 

There has been, in my opinion, a change of attitude among certain 
members of the last expedition When they came home after the last 
expedition they were whole-heartedly in support of Ruttledge as leader 
Some of them were unsuited to go again They made the mistake of 
assuming that they had a prior right to future selection During the period 
June to December 1934 ‘post mortem’ discussions among themselves led 
some of them to magnify mmor errors of judgement on the pan of the 
leader, and to forget their own greater failures This led to the ambition on 
the part of Crawford to lead, an ambition that could not be fulfilled since the 
Committee had already selected the leader The subsequent behaviour of 
Crawford, both on and off the Committee, has shown clearly that the 
decision of the Committee regarding the leadership was perfeedy correct 10 

dd n ° l ? nd lherc ’ for having succceded m appointing Rutdedge 
’ . vaj ctermmed to get nd of Crawford altogether and by a 

190 



‘Wc A re Beginning to Look Ridiculous? 

high-handed action based on dubious evidence ‘sacked’ him from the Everest 
Committee Strutt resigned in sympathy and the Alpine Club was thrown into 
disarray Nevertheless, the Club’s committee refused to back Crawford’s 
protest and in consequence C F Meade, Graham Brown, Jack Longland and 
Crawford himself resigned from it ' 1 

It was a sordid affair and unfortunately not the last of its land in the annals 
of Everest Though superficially petty, it illustrates the growing divergence 
between the geographers and the Alpinists over Everest, and the growing 
influence of the ‘new guard’ amongst the Alpinists themselves - young men of 
great ability and resource, no longer content to sit in awe at the feet of their 
elders The days of handing down the Tablets were over 
In the immediate aftermath, when they came to select the 1936 team, the 
Committee excluded only Crawford - there was no way in which he could 
participate in view of what had happened Of the other ‘rebels’ invited, Wager 
was unable to go because of pnor commitments and Jack Longland, prin- 
cipled to the end, declined on the grounds that he was not prepared to give 
unconditional support to the leader 12 
The announcement of the 1935/6 expedition was sent to the press on 4 
April 1935 By a curious coincidence on that same day the death occurred, at 
the age of cighty-two, of Lancelot Fielding Everest, eldest son and last lineal 
descendant of Sir George Everest after whom the mountain was named (see 
Appendix 3) 

While the wrangles over the leadership were smouldering in the back streets 
of Mayfair, Eric Shipton had returned to the Himalaya intent on solving the 
long-standing problem of entry to the Sanctuary of Nanda Devi m Garhwal 
He was joined m this venture by his erstwhile partner from East Africa, Bill 
Tilman, with whom he had made the first traverse of Mount Kenya m 1930 
This was Tilman’s first visit to the Himalaya, but the names of Shipton and 
Tilman — ‘the terrible twins’ — were so closely linked with mountain 
expeditions for the next quarter of a century that it is worth while pausmg to 
examine the men and what they stood for 
They were not twm-hke m appearance Shipton was half a head taller than 
his partner a man of medium height, with broad shoulders, crinkly fair hair, 
ears which rather stuck out and deep-set, intense blue eyes Tilman was small, 
dapper even, with a puckish face adorned by a trim officer’s moustache (he 
had served as an Artillery subaltern m the war) and hair plastered down m the 
fashionable mode of the time He was nine years older than Shipton 

But m mountain matters the two men were remarkably similar stars like 
Castor and Pollux, revolving round and supporting one another Two strands 
m particular are worth picking out both men were keener on the exploration 
of the mountains than on any particular ascent, and both men were opposed to 
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the concept of the large expedition In these strands lay the seeds of their 
achievements and, ultimately, so far as Everest was concerned, their eclipse 
Their trip to the Garhwal (both men would probably have objected to the 
word ‘expedition’ - anything properly called an expedition is too big, Tilman 
is reported to have once said) epitomizes all that Shipton and Tilman stood 
for They were the only Europeans and, for most of the five months they were 
away, they were accompanied by only three Sherpas — first-class men, 
including Angtharkay, who was destined to become one of the best-known 
Sherpas of all time They romped all over the area and, of course, succeeded in 
their prime objective which was to force a passage through the Rishiganga 
gorge mto the Sanctuary of Nanda Devi - a place where no man had been 
before, though many had tried 

‘The whole of this brilliant and successful reconnaissance had been well 
planned,’ Kenneth Mason wrote later ‘The party travelled light and shared 
the loads with their porters, comforts were cut to a minimum The expedition 
re-set the fashion m Himalayan mountaineering of the small compact party ,I3 
Mason was nght when he hinted that Tilman and Shipton had not started a 
new idea but resurrected an old one After all, some of the earliest expeditions 
were small W W Graham, Mummery, Eckenstein and others But smce 
those days the focus of attention had shifted to the massive assaults on Everest 
by the British and the equally massive assaults on Kangchenjunga and Nanga 
Parbat by the Germans Shipton and Tilman dragged the foCus back to a more 
realistic level by showing what the small party could accomplish with the 
minimum of resources 

Both Shipton and Tilman bad by now given up their farming interests m 
Kenya and were intent on a life of adventure In those heady days there was 
still so much unknown about the mountain areas of the world, and particularly 
the Himalaya, that the possibilities appeared endless Everest seemed not to 
belong to this romantic existence - the stark realities of the windswept North 
Col had nothing m common with the excitement of discovering new lands 
But Shipton had been on Everest m 1933, and the added recognition which 
his Nanda Devi venture had gamed him did not go unnoticed by the Everest 
Committee 

It soon became apparent that Mount Everest was the most immediate 
barrier to the enchanting plans that had begun to crowd upon my 
imagination Havmg once taken a share in the attempts to climb the 
mountain, it was hard to stand aside Although the problem now appeared 
one of restricted scope, it was no less fascinating Any one year might yield 
the nght conditions for an unhampered climb up that last, 1,000 foot 
pyramid of rock upon which so much eager speculation had been lavished 
^ 3 gambler s throw, in which a year of wide opportunity in 

untrodden fields was staked against the chance of a week of fine weather and 
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snow-free rock In those days it was not realized how slender was that 
chance In 1933 we thought we had been unlucky with the weather, but 
never again was it to treat us so well 14 

The Committee still had a balance of £1,400 at its disposal, and so Shipton 
offered to lead a reconnaissance expedition comprising six climbers at an 
overall cost of £200 each This would go out during the monsoon period, 
summer 1935, the very beginning of the time limit granted by the latest 
Tibetan passport Ostensibly its purposes were 

1 to collect data about monsoon snow conditions at high alutudes, and to 
investigate the possibility of a monsoon or post-monsoon attempt, 

2 to re-examine the western ridge of Everest and the unknown ‘Western 
Cwm’, but without entering Nepal, 

3 to report on ice formations on the North Col and advise on any special 
equipment to deal with them, 

4 to try out new men for the 1936 expedition, especially with regard to their 
powers of acclimatization, 

5 to investigate food and equipment problems, 

6 to make a photogrammetnc survey, improving and extending the survey 
of 1921, 15 

but Shipton had his own reasons as well- 

But I had a private motive my dislike of massive mountaineering 
expeditions had become something of an obsession, and I was anxious for 
the opportunity to demonstrate that, for one-tenth of the former cost and 
with a fraction of the bother and disruption of the local countryside, a party 
could be placed on the North Col, adequately equipped to make a strong 
attempt on the summit The Committee accepted my proposal, and I began 
to recruit my party, which naturally included Bill I expected him to be 
delighted by this chance to go to Everest, but in fact he was far from pleased 
with this change of plan Though he did not say so, I suspected that the root 
of the objection was that, while he had been forced to accept the stark 
necessity of my company, the prospect of having five companions was 
scarcely tolerable 16 

Shipton was particularly revolted by what he considered the high living of 
the big Everest expediuons He consulted Dr Zilva of the Lister Insututc, 
who worked out for him a diet giving 4,000 calorics per day of particularly 
monotonous, one might say unpalatable, food pemmican, cheese, powder 
milk, sugar, dried vegetables, flour, biscuits, lentils, nuts and ghee, sup- 
plemented by local foodstuff, such as mutton and eggs Vitamins A to D were 
supplied by cod fiver oil, adexolin, yeast and ascorbutic acid tablets Iron 
deficiency was to be rectified by ferrous sulphate! 
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This contrasted strongly with what had gone before, as Shipton later 
explained: 

While on the march we lived largely off the country Mutton was easy to 
procure, though at first the sheep were rather thm Wc cooked the meat in 
pressure cookers and the result was a great success Where transport 
presents a problem and fuel is scarce these gadgets arc well worth their 
weight, they overcome in twenty minutes the resistance of even the toughest 
meat We could generally get potatoes and onions, though until later in 
summer other vegetables were not obtainable. However, we had brought 
out dried vegetables from England, and these provided us with quite a good 
substitute Eggs were always plentiful in the villages, and though many of 
them were rather stale we consumed enormous quantities. Our record W’as 
140 m a single day between four of us, and many times our combined party 
of seven put away more than a hundred Tilman could bake an excellent loaf 
with the local flour and the dried yeast which we had brought as a supply of 
Vitamin B Excellent butter made from Yak’s milk was always available So 
food presented no problem while we were in inhabited parts of Tibet, 
appetites were healthy and no one was inclined to be fussy about lack of 
variety 

Food for life at high altitudes was a more serious question I had 
developed an exaggerated antipathy towards tinned food, largely as a result 
of two expeditions on which it had been used almost exclusively There is no 
doubt that food embalmed in tins, however cunningly, lacks some essential 
quality, and when one is fed on nothing else one very soon becomes heartily 
sick of even the most elaborate delicacies I believe that to be one of the 
reasons why we had found it so hard to eat enough at high altitudes in 1933 
That year I had been given the ]ob of running the commissariat At first 
everyone was loud in praise of the fare, and I was always having to emerge 
from the mess-tent to open another tin of this or that to satisfy rapacious 
appetites Long before we had reached the base camp this enthusiasm had 
died down, before the expedition had run half its course the complaints 
against the food were bitter and endless, and to these I had lent strong 
support Actually the quality of the tinned food could hardly have been 
improved, we had every conceivable variety - half a dozen kinds of 
breakfast food, bacon, ham, beef, mutton, chicken, lobster, crab, salmon, 
herrings, cod-roes, asparagus, caviare, foie gras, smoked salmon, sausages, 
many kinds of cheese, a dozen vanenes of biscuit, jam, marmalade, honey, 
treacle, tinned and preserved fruit galore, plain, nut-milk and fancy 
chocolates, sweets, toffee, tinned peas, beans, spaghetti - I cannot think of 
anything we did not have And it was supplied m such quantities that, 
rather than transport what was left all the way back from the base camp, we 
rew away scores of cases of provisions And yet, one and all, we agreed 
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that the food wis wholly unsitisfyinp It seemed to me that the conclusion 
was obvious - and it was amply confirmed by my subsequent experience 
But it was b> no means universally accepted, and the rmiomy were inclined 
to blame the firms that had supplied the food 

In 1935 I went rather too far the other my it was bad policy to force 
people who were quite unused to rough food to make such a complete break 
with their normal diet Taken in moderation tinned food undoubted!} his 
its uses, particularly when - as on Mount Everest - transport presents no 
particular problem But it should be used to supplement fresh, salted or 
dried food, ruher than as the mam diet A perfect!} simple compromise is 
possible 17 

There was also another reason why Shipton was I ccn to lead the reconnaiss- 
ance apirt from the trying out of his ideas - it was a chance in a lifetime to 
explore the forbidden country iround Everest without being tncxorabl} tied to 
the might} peak itself This would indeed be combining the best of bo.h 
worlds - and it is prcciscl} what the expedition did 
Besides himself and Tilman, the other members of the reconnaissance part} 
were Edwin kempson, a teacher at Marlborough College v ho had climbed for 
twelve }ears in the Alps, summer and \ inter, and was a friend of W}n Mims, 
Dr Charles Warren, a paediatrician who had been v ith Marco Pallis in 1933, 
Edmund Wignm, a medical student who v v strong as an ox and a pond 
Alpinist, 1. V Bryint, a (ouph soung New Zealander with a fund of 
nnecdotcs, and Michael Spender, a double first from Oxford who regard'd 
mountaineering simptv is an extension of sun cs inr, a purun to w huh he s a 
dedicated lie had the reputation of being irrogint and provocative - Tt rhl, 
individual’ vvis Kempson s description - but he got on well will 51 iptm 
Anrthirha} was in the Sherra team naturalls, and so v as a smin" frie-J o f 
hts called Tcnrmi Itbotia, later better krowna Terming Norga and de-ti-ed 
to l>e the fir-, nan to reach the summttof T'erest 1 i -oils mre ecn 
in 1915, ard this vav fits first cxpeJiuon He a’-ro t didn t rial <• it, t o extra 
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Sar, where they paused for a fortnight to explore the unknown ranges of 
Nyonno Ri and Ama Dnme, peaks of 21,000— 22,000 ft which form an 
eastern barrier to the gorge of the Arun 'There was,’ explained Shipton in the 
next Alpine Journal , ‘no need to go straight for Everest’ and Ruttledge later 
excused this extra-curricular romp m terms of acclimatization for higher 
thin gs The fact is that the Nyonno Ri mountains have nothing whatever to do 
with Everest or its approaches, and one suspects that Shipton, the bom 
explorer, could not resist the temptation of a blank on the map 

And yet from the Nyonno Ri they could see that the Everest group was 
enjoying fine weather and was in perfect condition In fact the monsoon didn t 
break until 26 June, the day the party left Sar to continue their journey 
towards Rongbuk, and at least one mountain historian, Dyhrenfurth, has felt 
that had Shipton not ‘wasted time’ he might have reached Everest and climbed 
it Kempson, who was on the expedition, tends to agree with him - but points 
out that hindsight is different from reality 
The reality was that nobody expected the mountain to be m condition 
during the month of June, and in any case the mam purpose of the expedition 
was reconnaissance and training 

And yet — what a glorious opportunity it was for Shipton to demonstrate 
what a small expedition could do! He must have weighed the pros and cons, 
whether to spend the time in his favourite pursuit of exploring unknown areas 
or whether to push for Everest, possibly climb it, and prove his pomt for all 
time Did his nerve fail him’ A special clause had been written into his 
contract forbidding him to make an assault — but here was a case for the 
Nelson touch, surely When he saw Everest from the Nyonno Ri, did he 
regret his decision to turn aside’ By the time he reached the mountain his 
chance had gone 

Looked at m a broad historical perspective, Shipton’s action had a crucial 
bearing on the whole future of Himalayan exploration Had he gone for 
Everest and climbed it, not only would this have removed the major stumbling 
block to Himalayan development, but it would have altered the whole concept 
of Himalayan mountaineering, and the massive expeditions to peaks such as 
Nanga Parbat, Kangcheniunga, K2 and Everest itself - which became usual 
and which still are the norm - might never have taken place There might have 
been a more sporting ethic about the conquest of the world’s highest 
mountains less rape and more seduction 
On the other hand, had Shipton made a dash for Everest, found the 
mountain m condition and launched a rapid assault, the result could have been 
disaster He was short of materials, short of men and short of time - 
particularly short of umc, for he would probably have had some ten days only 
m which to climb the peak before the monsoon broke The oncoming bad 
weather might have caught bis small party stretched out on the mountain 
1% 
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between the North Col and Camp VI, with little in reserve and retreat might 
have been difficult As events turned out, the assault party would have been a 
weak one, for neither Bryant nor Tilman, two of his strongest climbers, 
acclimatized well in 1935 

Yet when all this has been said, and the chance of real disaster acknow- 
ledged, the fact remains that Shipton missed his one great opportunity of 
proving the viability of a small expedition on Everest By ignoring orders he 
could )ust possibly have pulled off the mountaineering coup of all time 
Many years later his adherence to the idea of a small expcdiuon was to rob 
him of ultimate victory over Everest, and the man who might have been 
knighted by his new Queen and feted by august socieues around the world was 
instead working as a humble labourer Even in 1935 he had been concerned 
about the prospects for his later years ‘Enc always worried about what he 
would do for money when he got old,’ says Charles Warren 18 Not that such 
trappings would hate bothered Shipton it was the theme he was worried 
about Shortly before his death in 1977 he said in an interview that his efforts 
had merely earned him a reputation as an amiable eccentric ‘Maybe I should 
have lobbed a bomb into the Alpine Club,’ he said 151 
The party arrived at Rongbuk monastery on 4 July and two days later began 
the familiar walk up the East Rongbuk Glacier 
Their health was not too good at this stage Bryant was obviously badly 
affected by alutude and it was decided to leave him at Camp I * his face was 
very blue and he was again sick in the night,’ says Kempson’s diary ‘Edmund 
[Wigram] coughs very badly and so gets out of breath Bill [Tilman] is going 
slow and so am I Erie [Shipton] is the fittest, though we all enjoy sitting down 
idle when we can ’ 20 

Nevertheless they reached Camp Him three days from Rongbuk, which 
was good going After a night at Camp III they decided to move it to a new 
site 500 ft higher near the spot where the 1933 expediuon had left a food 
dump Warren remembered the food they found there with affection After 
Shipton’s spartan diet the goodies left by the 1933 expedition seemed like a 
Christmas hamper! 

On the way they found the patheuc remains of Maurice Wilson (see 
pp 244-5) 

Above the new Camp III rose the steep ice slopes of the North Col As in 
previous years the slopes had altered owing to ice movement, and the route of 
1933 was no longer pracUcable The ice wall, down which the caving ladder 
had hung, was now broken into a dangerous mass of scracs Fortunately, over 
on the right hand side of the face there was a climbable tongue of ice which led 
up to the point where the old Camp IV had nested The ledge which had held 
this camp had finally vanished and the slopes above were too steep for 
climbing, so there was nothing for it but to traverse horizontally across the 
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face at the level of the old Camp IV, then climb straight to the col at the place 
where Camp I Va had been m 1933 

They began work on the climb up to the col on the next day, though none of 
them, except possibly Shipton, were feeling up to it Whether it was 
over-indulgence m the cache of goodies they had recovered from the 1933 
stockpile — toffee, chocolate and Carlsbad plums, which would seem like 
manna after Shipton’s strict diet of pemmican, cheese and nuts, or whether it 
was the sobering effects of finding Maurice Wilson’s body, it is hard to say, 
but both sahibs and Sherpas were affected Tilman and Wigram were too ill 
even to attempt the climb, as were five of the porters, so Shipton, Kempson and 
Warren took turns of twenty minutes each, kicking steps up a nasty slope 
where four inches of snow lay over hard ice, the laden porters coming up 
behind Soon, however, it began to snow hard, adding to their misery, and the 
Sherpas refused to go on Shipton ordered a return to Camp III, where he 
gave the Sherpas a good talking to, threatening that unless they co-operated in 
future they would be sacked and the sahibs would carry the loads themselves 
On earlier expeditions this would probably have caused the Sherpas to fall 
about laughing, but they could see that Shipton meant it ‘They were 
immensely contrite after Erie’s talk,’ says Kempson’s diary 

Two days later, on 12 July, only six days after leaving Rongbuk, Shipton, 
Kempson, Warren and nine Sherpas occupied the North Col with supplies for 
fifteen days The intention was to take a light camp up the ndge to 26,000 ft 
and from there reconnoitre the upper part of the mountain, and, if luck was 
with them, climb it 

There was little chance of the plan succeeding The upper part of Everest, 
including the slabs, was snow-covered and totally impracticable, and m any 
case, the weather was too bad the monsoon snow sweeping in over the 
mountain more or less continuously 

So on the 16th it was decided to withdraw to Camp III Hardly had they 
begun than they received a severe shock In his diary Kempson wrote 

After an excellent night, we started down from the col on what was 
certainly the most dangerous mountaineering tnp I have been About 40 ft 
below the top the whole surface to a depth of about 3 Vi ft had come away 
^ c got down this step and then had to traverse below its impending 
surface to a prominent and safe crevasse away to the left It was not merely 
new sno.v that avalanched, but a very large depth of quite old snow, and 
there had been absolutely no superficial indication of the danger on our 
aveent After this we had to pass across and down a slope that was 
dominated by an unbroken and dangerous-looking 4 or 5 hundred feet of 
nastv -looking snow It was a nervous stretch, as one sank about 18" mto 
amp -now. Later the slope eased off, and the final steep descent we 
cover v a sitting and standing glissade I had been last on the lower rope 
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was to go up the main Rongbuh Glacier to the Lho La, examining Everest 
from the west and seeing whether there was - access into Nepal, and Spender 
and Warren, who were to continue the survey It was, of course, a reappraisal 
in depth of the work done by Mallory and Bullock in 1921 After an interval of 
fourteen years it was perhaps time that someone took another look at it. 

Shipton and Bryant climbed three peaks m the Lmgtren group, including 
the principal summit of 21,730 ft, which lies on the watershed with the Sola 
Khumbu and gives superb views into the Western Cwm, and the peak of 
Lmgtren Nup (20,610 ft) Regarding the Western Cwm Shipton wrote As far 
as we could see the route up it did not look impossible, and I should very 
much like to have the opportunity of one day exploring it ,22 

But the Lmgtren Group nearly proved disastrous As they were descending 
one of the peaks, a cornice broke away 

While we were making our way along a narrow ice-ridge I heard a roar 
like a heavy gun going off, felt a jerk of the rope round my waist which 
nearly cut me in two, and found myself standing alone on the ridge Bryant 
had broken away a bit of the cornice, had gone down with it, and was now 
almost hanging on the other end of the rope some way below the crest of the 
ndge, but he had retamed possession of his axe and was thus able to cut his 
way back to me Later in the descent we got involved m a small snow 
avalanche which, fortunately, we were expecting 23 

Meanwhile Tilman and Wigram soon discovered that the Lho La held no 
prospect of a descent into Nepal, and that the West Ridge of Everest, which 
had been favourably commented on in 1933, held no chance of success They 
climbed a small peak near the Lho La, the better to examine the West Ridge, 
then made a difficult crossing of the pass just north of Changtse, to end up on 
the East Rongbuk Glacier near Camp II - it was the first time a direct passage 
had been made across the northern ridges of the Everest group, link ing the 
Rongbuk and East Rongbuk Glaciers They ended their tour by climbing two 
more unnamed 22,000-ft peaks 

The parties re-assembled at Rongbuk on 14 August They had made some 
interesting climbs and had seen Everest from some new angles, but m 
practical terms of approaching the mountain they had found nothing to alter 
the conclusions expressed by Mallory fourteen years earlier 
Two days’ rest was again considered sufficient before the party, with the 
exception of Spender, trekked back up the East Rongbuk Glacier on then- 
most ambitious project of all - the ascent of the 24,730-ft Changtse, the 
formidable-looking North Peak of Everest Ostensibly, their objectives were 
to take telephotos of Everest and to test out the monsoon snow at high 
a Utude, but one suspects the real reason was to snatch a plum ascent while the 
opportunity offered As it turned out, the snow was so bad that the attempt 
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was abandoned at a little over 23,000 ft From the slopes of the mountain they 
were able to look down on the North Col and see that the tents Shipton had 
left there in July were already buried under fresh snow 
On their return to Rongbuk Shipton laid plans for a return to Darjeeling 
that can only be compared with the ‘fighting withdrawal’ techniques so 
familiar to battalions of the British Raj in earlier days He determined to 
sweep eastwards, beyond the earlier limits already reached by the Kempson 
party, exploring, climbing, surveying as he went, hoping to end up in the 
Arun valley, whence, if Tibetan permission was gained, he could move east 
once more into the Nyonno Ri range, where it had all started weeks before 
That the eastward sweep wasn’t quite as successful as Shipton had hoped 
was no fault oChis A few peaks were climbed, including one of 22,470 ft, but 
porter trouble curtailed their activities and they arrived in the Arun valley 
earlier than they had mtended Here they met with further disappointment 
because the Tibetans forbade them to continue their explorauon of the 
Nyonno Ri range. 

Frustrated, but with energy undiminished, the party moved eastwards as 
quickly as they could, ‘reckless of the suffering entailed by the Tibetan 
wooden saddles’, to return to Sikkim over the Chorten Nyima La - that same 
obscure pass which Captain J B Noel had used on his journey to Tashirak m 
1913 Once over the border they paused to do some climbing in the little 
known Dodang Nyima range of North Sikkim, before eventually calling it a 
day and returning to Darjeeling 

It had been an energetic, whirlwind, campaign Twenty six peaks over 
20,000 ft had been climbed - as many, said Longstaff, as since the days of 
Adam, and on this score alone it must be reckoned one of the most successful 
Himalayan expeditions ever undertaken - and certainly one of the cheapest 
There was, in addiuon, the large amount of surveying done by Spender u 
But in terms of Everest, which is what the expediUon was supposed to be 
about, how successful was it? The answer seems to be hardly at all The useful 
mformauon gamed was minimal and not always trustworthy, as later events 
were to prove 

Despite their successes on various peaks the weather on the whole had not 
been good, and snow conditions above 23,000 ft were always abominable 
From this it was concluded that the monsoon p>enod was unsuitable for 
high-altitude climbing and this reinforced the already taatly accepted maxim 
that so far as Everest was concerned, the brief interlude between the end of the 
winter storms and the onset of the monsoon was the only period suitable for 
attempting the mountain It was a belief that continued for many years — and it 
was quite wrong 25 

Another wrong conclusion drawn from the experiences of 1935 was that two 
men — Bryant and Tilman- were unsuucd to high altitude work Certainly tbe 
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evidence pointed that way, and again 23,000 ft seemed the magic mark Above 
that height Tilman and Bryant were useless, and even below it Bryant took a 
long time to acclimatize At various times during the expedition both men were 
very ill, and so it is hardly surprising that they were reacted for the 1936 
expedition 

And yet in that same year, 1936, while Ruttlcdgc was leading another 
abortive attempt on Everest, Tilman and Odell (also an Everest reicct) 
climbed Nanda Devi - at 25,645 ft the highest mountain in the world to be 
climbed by that date 

Fourteen years and five expeditions had gone by since the first attempt on 
Everest, and still none of the important questions had a satisfactory answer. 
What was the best way to approach the mountain, from north or south 5 Not 
known, because nobody had approached from the south What was the best 
time of the year? Not known for certain. Could it be climbed without oxygen 5 
Not known What caused altitude sickness in one man and not another , or 
conversely at one time but not another? Not known 
And there were a host of smaller but still important unknowns how to 
combat frostbite effectively, how to judge Himalayan snow conditions 
(demonstrated by the North Col avalanche of 1935, especially), what was the 
best food, and so on 

As cnucism began to mount over the successive failures of the pre-war 
Everest expeditions it must be remembered that the pioneers were fighting 
more than a mountain They were fighting ignorance too each expedition 
added so little to the sum of knowledge 

By a cruel stroke of irony all the bitterness aroused by the struggle for 
leadership after the 1933 expedition was in the end for nothing If Ruttledge 
had looked to glory, the glory was emphatically denied him, if Crawford 
nursed his grievances, he must have gamed a grim satisfaction at the turn of 
events The 1936 expedition was a complete failure 
It was nobody’s fault The team that the Committee chose was rich m talent 
and expenence and admirably suited to the task Tilman was absent, of 
course, but there was Smythe, Shipton, Wyn Hams, Kempson, Warren and 
Wigram, all of whom had been on Everest and two of whom had been as high 
as man had yet climbed In addiuon there were two newcomers to the team, 
P R Oliver and J M L Gavin, both of whom had favourably impressed 
Smythe in the Alps 

Oliver already had Himalayan expenence An Army officer serving on the 
North West Frontier, he had spent several leave penods in the hills and in 
1933 had attempted Dunagin (23,184 ft) m the Garhwal, but failing m this had 
later made the second ascent of Tnsul (23,360ft) accompanied by a porter 26 
His summit dash of 4,000 ft through fresh snow illustrated his strength, 
stamina and speed and made him an ideal choice for Everest Oliver’s pencil 
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sketches of his companions illustrate the expedition book Everest The 
Unfinished Adventure - he would much rather have been an artist than a 
soldier, but family ties prevented it He died in a Japanese ambush in Burma 
in 1945 

Among the non-climbing members of the expedmon were John Morris, 
who had been in the 1922 party and was again m charge of transport, and 
W R Smyth-Wtndham, the radio operator who in 1935 had taken a telephone 
up to the North Col 

Perhaps the most remarkable newcomer, however, was Dr G Noel 
Humphreys, then fifty-three years old Surveyor, botanist, airman and 
mountaineer, Humphreys had come from humble beginnings to make a name 
as an explorer of the Ruwenzon, the fabled Mountains of the Moon, where he 
had made seven journeys After his first two trips he felt that a knowledge of 
medicine would help him m his career as an explorer, so he ensconced himself 
in a London attic for four years, living on an average of twenty-four shillings 
and sixpence a week while he qualified He became a doctor in 1931 at the age 
of forty-eight 

Every man m the team, including the leader and the doctor, despite then- 
ages, could have gone up to the North Col had the need arisen, and given 
reasonable luck they stood a better chance of climbing Everest than any of 
their predecessors Yet the whole affair was finished before it had begun - the 
monsoon came a month early 

Rongbuk was reached on 25 April and the mountain was seen to be in fine 
condiuon The build-up of the lower camps was begun and then, on the 30th, 
came the first sudden snowfall This was followed by a heavy fall of snow on 
10 May, which was disturbing because if repeated it could invalidate the 
avalanche-prone approach to the North Col and cause delays At the same 
time it was not particularly important overall - there were often pre monsoon 
storms of short duration, the ehhoti barsat 

A reconnaissance to the North Col had been made on the 9th by Smythe, 
Shipton and Warren, following more or less the same route as the previous 
year, that is, up the right-hand side of the slopes, fairly easily for some 500 ft 
followed by a long traverse to the left and finally a sharp pull up 50° slojjcs to 
the crest of the col The snowfall of the 10th, which was repeated on the 1 1th, 
prevented further acuvity in this direction (and erased the steps that had been 
cut), so that Rutdedge could do little but work out the order of the final 
assault He decided that Smythe and Shipton would have first crack, then 
Wyn Hams and Kempson, followed by Warren and Oliver (using oxygen), 
and finally Wigram and Gavin The plan was to push up the ridge as before 
but this time have a further high camp. Camp VII, at about 27,000ft, from 
which to make the final assault 

No more snow fell on the 12th, so on the following day they began making a 
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route to the col Smythe and Gavin led, followed by Wigram and Oliver and 
with them went the Sherpas Rmzmg, Da Tscnng and Da Tcndrup Smythe 
chose the line, but he had been asked by Ruttlcdge to save his strength for the 
upper mountain and not to do too much step cutting No doubt to everyone s 
surprise he handed the lead over to the Sherpa Rinzmg, who cut steps up the, 
initial ice slope ‘in the tireless manner of the first-class Alpine guide , said 
Oliver It was the first lead climb done by a Sherpa on Everest’ in fifteen years 
the Sherpas had evolved from ‘coolies’ to professional climbers, albeit embryo 
ones They were to evolve much further still 

Smythe and Gavin led the traverse and the final steep 300-ft climb to the col 
The climb took five and a half hours but when it was completed there was a 
safe route to the col, with a good deal of fixed rope in place ready for the laden 
porters It was extremely encouraging the blazing of the trail to Camp IV had 
taken m all only five days, three of which had been invalidated by the weather. 
In 1933 the same job had taken a fortnight 
On the next day Wyn Hams and Kempson took forty-six porters up to the 
col to establish Camp IV and they were followed on the 15th by Smythe and 
Ship ton with fifty porters, thirty-six of whom remained at the col with the two 
climbers ready to begin the long assault up the ndge 

For the first time ever, the climbers took with them lightweight radio sets 
These were not the ‘walkie-talkies’ which were later so familiar, because 
transistors had not yet been invented, but lightweight valve sets meant for use 
m the high camps It was hoped to have one in each of Camp VII, Camp V 
and Camp IV, and since the lower camps were already linked by radio to Base, 
and Base to India, there would be an effective chain of communication 
throughout the operation In particular, weather information could be relayed 
to the men building up the assault 

The party went up at a rapid pace, showing that both climbers and porters 
were fit and in good spirits One Sherpa, Ondi, did the climb in only 2 hours, 
despite his load Z7 

But the mountain was simply not in condition Deep snow lay everywhere — 
there was even two feet of soft snow on the exposed crest of the ndge - and 
though it might have been possible labonously to establish the next camp, the 
boiler-plate slabs and Norton’s traverse on the upper slopes were out of the 
question When it snowed again on the 18th Smythe decided on a withdrawal 


- anc * k wa s not without some anxious moments that everyone got down the 
snowy slopes of the col to Camp III 


It was realized by Ruttledge that to keep inactive men at altitudes above 
23,000ft for any length of time leads to physical and mental detenoration, and 
already some of the younger porters at the col were showing signs of strain In 
addition, the slopes of the col were getting worse, and another heavy snowfall 
might result in the party being cm off In everybody’s mind was the tragedy of 
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Manga Parbat two years earlier, when four Germans and six porters died in a 
terrible retreat - the worst Himalayan disaster of all time Ruttledge had 
thirty -eight men on the col, with a line of retreat which was an obvious 
avalanche trap, as was shown in 1922 and 1935 The nsk was too great if 
anything went wrong the ensuing disaster in terms of men kilted could make 
the Nanga Parbat affair look tiny by comparison 
The weather was wrong Not only did it snow heavily at times, but between 
storms it was much too warm - sometimes too warm even for the climbers to 
remain in their tents On steep slopes like the North Gal, there could hardly 
be a more dangerous combination than fresh snow and warm weather It was a 
reape for disaster 

In view of this Ruttledge ordered a general retreat to Camp I so that 
everyone could benefit from the lower alutude, but on amval he heard some 
disquieting news A message had come from India telling him that the 
monsoon was forming off the coast of Ceylon This was extremely early, but 
Ruttledge counted on it taking a fortnight to reach the Everest region, and 
with luck it might even spend most of its force in Nepal before it struck the 
mountain Nevertheless, there was obviously little time to spare 
For once, the north-west wind which usually blew with cold insistence 
down the Rongbuk Glaaer and across the North Face of Everest was absent, 
just when it was most needed to blow away the freshly fallen snow 

By the 23rd, the new advance was ready to begin, Smythe, Shipton, Gavin 
and Ruttledge moved up to Camp II They did so with heavy hearts, born in 
the knowledge of the mid-day weather report The monsoon had reached 
Darjeeling Instead of the expected fortnight, it had taken just four days to 
travel up the entire sub-conunent Such a thing had never happened before in 
living memory 

The climbers assembled at Camp III, but to no good purpose It snowed 
every afternoon and evening, and they had nothing better to do than speculate 
on other ways of climbing the mountain, avoiding the hateful avalanche-prone 
slopes of the col Shipton, Oliver and Gavin even made a cursory examinauon 
of the great North East Ridge, but it was really just a gesture born of 
frustration On the 28th they all returned to Camp I, forcing their way back 
through a blizzard 

The mountain now began to play with them On the 29th the climbers 
awoke to find a strong north-west wind blowing the snow off Everest m 
swathes Exated that chance was turning their way at last, they set off once 
again next day to re-occupy Camp III for the third time, but even as they 
marched up the now hated East Rongbuk Glaaer, the weather changed again 
and snow fell heavily 

Soil, an attack was mounted On the col on 4 June refashioning the steps in 
the snow, digging out the buried fixed ropes The traverse, the most 
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dangerous part of the ascent, obviously was m no fit condition when they got 
to it and m sheer desperation Smythe began to climb up the steep ice directly 
above the approach line Such a route could never have been made safe for 
laden porters and in the end the project was abandoned They had a nervy 
time retreating to the safety of Camp III 

Smythe, disconsolate and frustrated beyond words, knew the expedition 
was finished and that they would never reach the North Col again that year, 
but m the tents that night the arguments raged around poor old Ruttledge s 
head He wrote 

There could be no doubt that on this day fifty men had been in great 
danger on those treacherous slopes, and I spent the evening trying to sum 
up the situation correctly Some believed that excessive risks had been 
taken, others that they had remained just within the safety factor, and that it 
was worthwhile persevering now that the wind had again gone round to the 
north-west and was blowing great guns The evening weather report was on 
the whole favourable, indicating that we might expect a temporary con- 
tinuance of this wind Certainly the North Face was clearing rapidly 

On the morning of June 6th a full gale was raging, and the tents shook 
and trembled as the gusts tore at them Inside, the debate whirled and 
eddied between the poles of advance and retreat, while for the time being I 
remained apart in my own tent, striving to maintain some balance of 
judgement. 28 

Then Wyn Harris came to Ruttledge and suggested that he and Shipton 
should examine the slope once more - one last desperate try Against his better 
judgement, Ruttledge agreed Shipton later described the incident 

It was a ridiculous thing to do, but we were feeling rather desperate A 
strong wmd had been blowing from the west for many days, sweeping great 
masses of newly fallen snow over the Col and depositing it on the eastern ' 
slopes, there had been heavy night frosts, ideal conditions for the formation 
of ‘wind-slab’ We climbed quickly over a lovely hard surface m which one 
sharp kick produced a perfect foothold About half-way up to the Col we 
started traversing to the left Wyn anchored himself firmly on the lower Up 
of a crevasse, while I led across the slope I had almost reached the end of 
the rope and Wyn was starting to follow when there was a rending sound - 
rrrumph - a short way above me, and the whole surface of the slope I was 
standing on started to move slowly down like a descending escalator towards 
the brink of an ice-cliff a couple of hundred feet below Wyn managed to 
dive back into his crevasse and to dnve his ice-axe in to the head and twist 
die rope round it I collapsed on to my back and started to perform the 
frog-like motions prescribed by the text-books, though this was obviously 
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not going to help me much if I were earned over the lcc-chff My principal 
feeling was one of irritation at hating been caught in such an obvious trap 
Before it had travelled far the slope began to break up into great blocks 
Presently the rope became taut between my waist and Wyn’s axe, my 
swimming was arrested, the blocks began to pile up on top of me nnd it 
seemed clear that either I or the rope must break in two However, before 
either of these events occurred the avalanche miraculously stopped It is 
probable that Wyn’s quick action had saved the situauon 19 

The two men descended safely, rather shaken If evidence was needed that 
the expedition was over, then this was it 
The frustration of the climbers spilled over into wild gestures as they waited 
for the Tibetan transport to take them away from Base Camp Shipton led a 
party on an attack on Changtsc, the peak which had defeated him the previous 
year, but again found that the snow was unreliable and was forced to retreat 
Smythe had a mad plan to assault Everest in a lightweight dash, using the 
western approach to the North Col from the Rongbuk Glacier, but he was 
calmed down by Ruttledge, who got him to reconnoitre the col instead 
Mallory had pronounced it impossible in 1921 and Tilman had not regarded it 
favourably in 1935, but nobody had actually tried it As it turned out it was a 
feasible route, possibly useful as an escape line for anyone trapped on the col 
Under normal condiUons however, Smythe thought the usual way from the 
East Rongbuk Glacier was preferable 

On 17 June, the cxpcdiuon left Base Camp for home One of their last 
corporate acts was to compose a long letter for the reform of the Alpine Club 
There is no doubt at all that the 1936 Everest cxpcdiuon was desperately 
unlucky with the weather On previous occasions the monsoon had reached 
Everest on these dates 

1921 7 July 

1922 first week of June 

1924 16 June 

1933 30 May 

1935 26 June 

In 1936 it arrived on 25 May As Smyth-Windham pointed out, the only 
parties favoured with a late monsoon on Everest were the reconnaissance 
parties 

Poor Ruttledge 1 It seemed gist his luck that his two expeditions should 
suffer the two earliest monsoons In his wnnngs he bears it all with 
equanimity and a keen sense of humour, but he reveals also a man rather out 
of his depth He wasn’t a bad leader, and moralists can point to the fact that 
nobody was killed on his two expeditions, but Everest required rather more 
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than this sort of negative leadership One feels that it wasn’t so much a case of 
Ruttledge not knowing what to do but rather a reluctance to see that others 
did it. In short, he was not a born leader of men. 

He commanded two of the finest teams of climbers ever to approach the 
Himalaya intelligent, strong-minded men who knew far more about moun- 
tain c limb ing than Ruttledge could ever hope to know, and he felt his 
inferiority A fair-minded man, he doubted his right to command such 
experts 

Smythe knew this and lorded it over Ruttledge, who regarded him with awe 
and admiration, putting up with his tantrums over air beds and his occasional 
burst of irrational irresponsibility ‘Smythe was an odd chap,’ Edwin Kemp- 
son recalls ‘Tried to throw his weight about Very categoric about things and 
when proved wrong, still managed to adopt an “I told you so” attitude He 
didn’t give an outward show of aggressiveness,’ said Warren, ‘but he was 
dogmatic ,30 

To say that Ruttledge was just a figurehead and that Smythe was the real 
leader is to oversimplify, but it was true to a certain extent Fortunately (or 
perhaps not 5 ) there were strong counter-checks to Smythe’s dominance - 
Shipton, Wyn Hams, Greene and Kempson spring to mind - but somehow it 
is the ghost of Smythe which hovers over the 1933 and 1936 expeditions 
The failure of the 1936 expedition, for whatever reason, went down badly 
with the British public The traumatic events of the Crawford-Ruttledge 
controversy, and the rumblings of discontent among the younger climbers, 
were known only to a privileged few, of course Outwardly, and particularly in 
the ‘responsible’ newspapers, everything was shown as quiet determination 
and true gnt But you can’t fool all the people all the time The British know 
when their leaders are trying to con them, and there was a widespread feeling 
that all was not well in the climbing world 

Somebody, of course, was bound to give the game away - and who better 
than George Ingle Finch 5 He had nothing to lose, and some old scores to 
settle. The Morning Post of 17 October 1936 reported 


Feeling is growing among members of the Alpine Club that the control of 
future Mount Everest expeditions should be in the hands of climbers only- 
not, as heretofore, of a mixed committee of the Alpine Club and the Royal 
Geographical Society 


The leader of the next expedition, it is also being urged, should himself 
be a climber - preferably the climber whose chances of getting to the 
summit are most fancied 


While the expedition was still m progress, public criticism was naturally 
stilled Now the whole question of the control and organization of Everest 
expeditions is likely to be brought before the Club at an early date 
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Captain G I Finch, a former Everest climber, yesterday explained to a 
representative of the ‘Morning Post’ what are regarded by many climbers as 
the main grounds of criticism 

‘We ought not to treat the climbing of Mount Everest as a domestic 
issue,’ Captain Fmch stated ‘It is an issue of National and Imperial 
importance The present position is that we are beginning to make ourselves 
look very ridiculous 

‘The Germans and Americans have both wanted to make an attempt on 
Mount Everest, and unless we put up a better show, it will be difficult to 
argue that we arc justified in keeping Mount Everest to ourselves ’ 

SUGGESTED AGE LIMIT 

For the future, Captain Finch urged that the first necessity was to choose 
the best possible man to get to the top and then leave him, with the advice of 
a climbers’ committee if wanted, to pick his own men and make his own 
arrangements There should be an age-limit of 25-35 

‘You cannot apply the military method of Staff control under condiuons 
when the leader cannot be expected willingly to risk the fives of others,’ he 
said ‘The instruction “must not take any risks” is tantamount to saying that 
you must not get there 

‘On die other hand, a climbing leader is in a position to ask others to take 
the same risks that he is himself taking Forceful personality and strong 
character, not “compatabihty of temperament”, are the qualiues needed on 
Everest The perunacious spirit of a Jean Batten is what is going to get men 
to the top 

“It is a fact that men have been barred because they have been thought to 
be fired with personal ambiuon In a venture of this kind, personal ambition 
is a valuable quality As regards men, we have first-class material for a 
hundred expediuons 

‘I want to make it clear,’ Captain Fmch added, ‘that no personal attack is 
intended The quesuon, essentially, is one of principle Everest is now a 
climbing job, and that job should be in the hands of climbers ’ 3I 
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The 1936 expedition had been a £10,000 failure When permission was 
granted for another attempt in 1938 the public were becoming cynical over the 
repeated failures and beginning to regard the whole Everest project as a waste 
of money Not everyone’s reasons were as chauvinistic as Finch’s- many 
thinking people had been shocked by the Depression and felt that there was 
something morally wrong m sending out expensive expeditions to Tibet when 
people at home were starving - an expression, perhaps, of that recurrent 
Puritanism which is at once a strength and a weakness of the British character 
The cost of an expedition to Everest was hardly likely to affect the underlying 
economic ills of the time Nevertheless the feeling persisted right up until the 
outbreak of war It was perhaps summed up best by Raymond Greene 

I think a lot too much has been said in the past about the spiritual and 
mystical significance of climbing Everest and about its possible effects on 
British prestige However true that may be, the fact remams that we go to 
Everest not for those reasons at all, but either simply because it is fun or in 
order to sausfy some purely personal and selfish psychological urge 

I do not think we are any longer justified in spending large sums of public 
money in satisfying these private urges 1 

For whatever motives, the Mount Everest Committee realized that a public 
appeal for funds would be a waste of effort and possibly embarrassing into the 
bargain The newspapers, fingers on the public pulse, were not keen to take 
up opuons on the expediuon, though eventually The Times, a rejected suitor 
since 1924, came to the rescue 

A shortage of cash in a mountaineering venture is often no bad thing It 
forces the participants to examine the options more closely and stick to the 
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others The Abruzzi expedition which Tilman mentions consisted of twelve 
Europeans, 258 porters and ninety-five baggage animals, the German expedi- 
tion to Nanga Parbat in 1934 involved fourteen climbers and 600 porters . . it 
was as if there was an unwritten rule which said that big peaks required big 
expediuons It was this that Tilman set out to disprove 
In February 1937, the Mount Everest Committee invited four key men to 
discuss plans for 1938 — Shipton, Tilman, Smythe and Warren From these 
four men a leader might be expected to emerge, but more than that, each had a 
good knowledge of the abilities of other climbers who would make up the 
team A month later, in March, Tilman was chosen as leader 

And so the course was set for a truly radical departure from Everest 
tradition' the Old Guard had been pushed aside and affairs were in the hands 
of the climbers at last No doubt the Committee had grave misgivings, but in 
their straitened circumstances there was little else they could do 
The financial situation was bad At the beginning of 1937 they were in the 
red to the tune of £1,538 - though this was put right by the receipt of £2, 000 
from the publishers, Hodder and Stoughton, for the manuscript of the 1936 
story Nevertheless, by August, when the name of the expedition leader was 
due to be publicly announced, there was only £335 m the kitty 

At this critical point Tom LongstafF stepped mto the picture Longstaff had 
been on Everest himself in 1922 as the doctor-in-charge, though he disliked 
what he called ‘the hurly-burly of a big expedition’ In earlier years he had 
amassed a formidable record as a mountaineer and explorer, and always with a 
small party, travelling light Like many others he had become disgusted with 
the way the Everest expeditions were organized and in the row which followed 
the 1933 expedition he had sided with the ‘rebels’. In Tilman he saw a chance 
of reform — perhaps he even saw a reflection of his former self 

He now came forward with an offer virtually to underwrite the costs of the 
new expedition He promised that by November he would place £3,000 at the 
disposal of the Committee, providing certain conditions were met, the chief of 
which was that either Shipton or Tilman (he didn’t mind which) was 
confirmed as leader The Committee accepted 

Longstaff’s other conditions simply emphasized Tilman’*; own views that 
there should be no advance publicity for the expedition, and that anyone 
selected for the team should be willing to pay whatever they could afford for 
the privilege of go mg 3 


Tilman set about forming a small, competent team of experienced men The 
nucleus was already to hand, of course - Smythe and Shipton - both of whom 
had a burning ambition to be the first man up Everest, Smythe particularly 
Jack Longland, who had done so well on the 1933 expedition, was invited to 
take pan, but his employers, the National Council for Social Services, refused 
un eave of absence ‘I could not afford to lose my job,’ be wrote recently 
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‘Perhaps regular jobs were taken rather more seriously than they seem to be in 
the expedition world of today ’ 4 His place was taken by Peter Oliver, who had 
been on the 1936 expediuon 

Charles Warren was also included, though at first Tilrnan did not wish to 
take a doctor because it impinged on the punty of his concept of self- 
sufficiency However, Warren was a good climber who had been to Everest m 
1935 and 1936 and was certainly no base-camp doctor, furthermore, it was 
pointed out to Tilman that even if the climbers didn’t need a doctor, the 
Sherpas might - a prophecy which turned out to be true enough in the end ‘I 
never quite knew,’ said Warren, ‘whether to be flattered at being asked to go 
on the Everest expedition because I spent my spare time mountaineering, or 
whether to be insulted because Tilman asked me to go as a doctor ’ 5 
To complete the seven-man team there was a newcomer to Everest, Peter 
Lloyd, and a veteran. Professor Noel Odell - the last person to see Mallory 
and Irvine on their fateful climb in 1924 Odell was now forty-seven vears old, 
but extremely fit and had been to the summit of Nanda Devi (25,645 ft) with 
Tilman in 1936 Lloyd was a stocky, strongly built man, who had also been on 
the Nanda Devi expediuon 

Small though it was, it was an immensely strong and talented team Every 
man on it had Himalayan experience, every man had proved himself capable 
of functioning well at heights above 20,000 ft They were also ‘socially 
harmonious’, as Shipton put it (there were none of Smythe’s ‘homd northern 
ebrnbers*), and their experiences had interlocked, their jiaths had crossed, on 
many previous climbs 

Even so, to the man whose dictum was ‘any number more than one 
consututes a large party’ and who maintained that any expediuon which 
couldn’t be organized on the back of an old envelope was over-organized, a 
party of seven did not seem small ‘not so small as it could hav e been,’ he said 
Nevertheless, Tilman accepted the numbers philosophically ‘it represents a 
high margin of safety against casualues’ 

After the 1936 expediuon Eric Shipton had drawn up a budget for a small 
Everest expediuon, and Tilman used this for his calculauons, even managing 
to pare it down from £2,500 to £2,360 This suited the Committee s finances 
admirably 

There was nothing innovatory about thar basic equipment, and basic 
equipment was all they got Out went such superfiuiues as radio, and Tilman 
was all for throwing out the oxygen sets too This latter act would have 
resulted in a considerable saving in transport cost, if nothing else, but it would 
also have caused a considerable rumpus among the climbing establishment 
The pro-oxygen and anu-oxygen facuons were sirongly entrenched, and one 
never missed an opportunity to snipe at the other T or Tilman, or anyone else 
for that matter, to leave out oxygen Sets would have been construed by the 
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pro-oxygen faction as a deliberately hostile act The political pressures were 
too strong for Tilman as they had been for some of his predecessors. ox>gen 
sets had to be taken to Everest, if only as totems. 

Tilman was never convinced of oxygen’s usefulness. He told the story o 
how he had walked up Grains Gill in the Lake District in foriy-fne 
minutes wearing an oxygen mask, and how, a day later, he did the same clun 
without oxygen m five minutes less 1 Of course, Tilman was well aware that at 
such low altitudes this test proved nothing at all about the value of oxygen to 
the high-altitude climber it is the fact that he told the story at all that shows 
he had scant regard for oxygen 

Nevertheless, he took it to Everest Perhaps at the back of his mind there 
remained painful memories of his own poor showing at altitude during th e 
reconnaissance of 1935 At any event he admitted that if the party found itself 
within striking distance of the summit m good weather, and were defeated by 
a lack of oxygen, they would look ‘uncommonly foolish’ It was, he later 
wrote, ‘a rather cowardly reason’ 

Cowardly or not, only four sets were taken - indicative perhaps of the 
symbolic rather than practical aspects of the apparatus Of these, two were of 
the old ‘open’ type developed by Finch (who had by this time returned to the 
fold), that is to say, oxygen was breathed via a mouth tube and mixed with air 
breathed through the nose, and the other two were of a new ‘closed’ type in 
which pure oxygen was delivered to a face mask Charles Warren, who was 
m charge of oxygen, favoured the latter after he had held some successful trials 
m the Alps, but as events turned out they worked less adequately on Everest 
Peter Lloyd, who as a qualified chemist was appointed Warren’s oxygen 
assistant, came to the conclusion that climbing speed increased using oxygen 
above 26,000 ft, and even below that height it was justified by the way it 
reduced tiredness 

Even if Tilman had to bend his own rigid rules in order to accommodate 
oxygen apparatus and a doctor, he had no intention of doing so over food Put 
simply, Tilman believed that most people, even on expeditions, ate too much 
and usually the wrong sort of food Both he and Shipton seemed able to exist 
on next to nothing, and their reputation m this was such that Tilman felt 
obliged to try to dispel some of the myth 

The technique of travelling light which Shipton and I employed on our 
own expeditions does not mean that we deliberately starve ourselves or our 
porters It does not and should not imply inadequate or indifferent food As 
we once lived perforce for a few days on tree mushrooms and bamboo shoots 
there is a general impression that this is our normal diet, eked out with 
liberal doses of fresh air, on which, thanks to a yogi-like training, we thrive 
and expect everyone else to do likewise Nothing could be farther from the 
truth Like Dr Johnson, we mind our bellies very strenuously ‘for I look 
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upon it\ he said, that he v ho will not mind his bells will scarcely mind 
anything else ’ The more restricted a ration is the more need is there for 
careful thought in its ‘election Tor normal men i ration of 21b a day is 
ample (I hue 1 ept Sherpas happ> for two or three weeks on l'/tlb ), and 
the whole art lies in getting the most value for weight 6 

Tor am one who knew Tilman, the core of that statement lies in die last two 
sentences ‘getting most \alue for weight means in fact abandoning any 
concepts of taste or palatabihtv and basing one’s calculations solely on the 
requisite calorics, vitamins and minerals Tilman saw food simply ns human 
fuel and nothing else 

Gone indeed were the da vs of quails in aspic, washed down by champagne, 
which had charactcrured the expeditions of General Bruce Tilman in fact 
refused nn offer of free champagne from a well washer, though he unbent 
sufficiently to accept a case of tinned tongue - ‘our diet included much that 
was not reads ncccssars,’ lie wrote laconically 7 

Plain basic food was the order of the das eggs, scgctables, bacon, ham, 
cheese, butter and pemmican, eked out by sweet stuffs and goodies, amongst 
which Tilman counted porridge and soup! Tn 1938 we had food in abund 
once,' he wrote later 

Well, nobod} actually stars cd, but probably onl> Shipton thought the food 
was really adequate Complaints sscrc constant, and esen to this day Warren 
remembers vimdly hosv bad it ssas and hosv they all fell like delighted pirates 
on the food eases left at Rongbuk by the 1936 expedition In his account of 
this Tilman treated his companions to a touch of sarcasm ‘this windfall, 
consisting of nourishing foods like |am, pickles and liter extract (of which 
there were set era] eases), alone sated the party from starvauon ’ 

Noel Odell came back from the expcdiuon in a highly cnucal temper 

But it Is mainly in respect of the provisioning that I would criticize this 
year’s expedition Frankly ssc did svhat we did on the mountain not because 
of our meagre rationing but in spite of it And ssc could have done more at 
tunes than sve did, and returned, some of us, in better condition if our 
rationing had been ampler and more suitable I am no believer m the 
necessity for truffled quads or champagne (though pracucally all of us 
regretted the refusal of a generous gift of a ease of the latter), but for a 
sustained sojourn at really high altitudes a carefully selected and varied diet 
is essenual, and some alcohol has its uses after a particularly exhausting day 
As most people know, one’s palate and appetite become very fickle at high 
alutudes, and it is no good thinking that badly cooked porridge, or an 
inferior brand of pemmican, or a single rasher of bacon for breakfast, is 
going to keep together the body and soul of even the most devoted Everest 
climber 9 
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This cut no ice with Tilman, who was used to being crmci7cd on this score 
by Odell, ‘[who] has not yet finished criticizing the food we ate on Nanda Devi 
in 1936 and who, in spite of his semi-starved condition, succeeded in getting 
to the top’ 10 

The pemmican was meant as high-altitude rations, but even Tilman 
admitted it was a failure* 

If you do succeed in getting outside a richly concentrated food like 
pemmican a great effort of will is required to keep it down — absolute 
quiescence in a prone position and a little sugar are useful aids Without 
wishing to boast I think the feat of eating a large mugful of pemmican soup 
at 27,200 ft performed by Lloyd and myself, is unparalleled in the annals of 
Himalayan climbing and an example of what can be done by dogged greed 
For greed consists in eating when you have no desire to eat which is exactly 
the case anywhere above Camp IV 11 

In a sense, food dominated the 1938 expedition and one senses that, had the 
expedition failed for any other reason than bad weather, the food - or lack of it 
— would have been blamed As it was, the influenza and other ailments which 
beset the party were attributed by critics to the inadequate diet a charge 
which rankled with Tilman, and which he stoutly denied 

The party, with the exception of Smythe, who was following later, arrived 
at Gangtok in Sikkim on 3 March Their route from there lay up the Tista 
valley through Gangu and over the Sebu La (17,000 ft) into Tibet - the 
‘short-cut’ route to Kampa Dzong and perfectly feasible for a small expedi- 
tion They intended to reach Rongbuk early m order not to miss the clear 
penod before the monsoon, should the monsoon itself be early The lessons of 
1935 and 1936 had not gone unheeded However, the early start raised its own 
problems heavy snowfall hindered then* progress up the Tista, and of course 
the Tibetan plateau was bitterly cold It may well have been the rigours of the 
approach march which contributed most to the flu which affected several 
members later, including Tilman 

Rongbuk was reached on 6 April, ten days earlier than any previous 
expedition Everest was a black obelisk, blown clear of snow by the strong 
winter winds, and to Tilman’s surprise so too was the north peak, Changtse, 
which is 5,000 ft lower Tilman was impressed and later wrote the last pre-war 
description by any European of Everest as seen from Rongbuk 

I am not one of those who decry the mountain as unimpressive, shapeless, 
or even ugly - what some mountaineers rudely call a cow peak Seen from 
Rongbuk it looms up magnificently, filling the head of the valley The final 
pyramid, with or without its streaming banner, is a glorious thing, the face 
oo what it is - steep, and the two great ridges seen now in profile would 
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make any mountaineer’s heart leap Were it 20,000 ft lower it would still 
command respect and incite admiration 12 

The principal Sherpas had trascllcd with the climbers from Sikkim, the rest 
joined the expedition direct from their homes m the Khumbu valley bringing 
with them, as arranged, a large quantity of nee and other foodstuffs There 
was a fine nucleus of cxpcnenccd men, including Pasang, Kusang, Rinzing, 
Tenzing and others who knew Tilman well and admired him Their leader, or 
sirdar, was the indomitable Angtharkay IJ 
The porters amved on the 7th and two days later the first carry began to the 
site of Base Camp In rather less than three weeks Camp 1 1 1 was established 
below the North Col slopes and tentative probings had begun on them to 
establish a way up 

On the face of it the expedition was going well, but there were in fact two 
serious drawbacks In the first place the weather was extremely cold, even at 
Camp III, and watching the spindrift plume off the North Col Tilman knew it 
would be colder still up there There was no point in establishing higher 
camps under such conditions, the mountain could not be climbed and it would 
only sap the men’s strength Added to which was the second serious 
drawback as the establishment of camps up the glacier had gone on, each of 
the climbers had developed some debilitating ailment Tilman had contracted 
influenza, Oliver, Lloyd and Warren had bad colds, Smythe had a sore throat 
and Odell a cough Only Shipton seemed immune from the general malaise 
There was nothing for it but to wait until mountain conditions improved 
and the health of the party recovered But wait where? Certainly not at Camp 
III, nor did Tilman much like the idea of retiring to the dreary wastes of 
Rongbuk Instead he determined to cross the Lhakpa La into the lush Kharta 
valley, on the east side of the mountain - reversing, m fact, the route by which 
Mallory and his companions had first approached the mountain in 1922 
The Kharta valley was an ideal retreat for a sick party At about 11,000 ft 
above sea level it was 5,500ft lower than Rongbuk, warmer and altogether 
more pleasant There was fuel and food in plenty, Alpine meadows, forests of 
jumper and birch, and rhododendron thickets already in bud 

They stayed in this paradise for about a week, recuperaung, and then 
Smythe and Shipton were left behind to recross the Lhakpa La back to Camp 
III while the others took a more circuitous route round to the north to cross 
the Doya La (17,000 ft) and end up at Rongbuk 
This took them five days Gradually, however, Everest came into view once 
again - and it was white from top to bottom When they reached Rongbuk, 
the faithful Karma Paul, who had been looking after things in their absence, 
told them that it had snowed on 5 May and every day for a week thereafter 
The monsoon had broken 
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At first they refused to believe it In 1936 Ruttledge had bemoaned his fate 
at bemg caught by the earliest monsoon ever experienced by an Everest 
expedition, and that broke on 25 May. Was it possible that it could br 
almost three weeks earlier still? 

By 18 May they had returned to Camp III, and next day began an assault on 
the North Col slopes They chose a central line and found the snow 
surprisingly good and the gomg so easy that Oliver led all the way without the 
need of a relief until about 300 ft from the top At this point the slopes 
steepened considerably and were barred by ice cliffs which necessitated a 
leftwards traverse of some 300 ft The snow on the traverse was soft and at one 
point it broke away, precipitating Oliver and a Sherpa a few feet down the 
slope Fortunately they were laying a fixed rope, both ends of which were 
securely held at the time, so they were easily held The rope was duly fixed on 
the traverse, and the party retired to Camp III, satisfied with the day’s 
work 14 

They arrived at camp to find Shipton and Smythe, who had that day crossed 
the Lbakpa La from the Kharta Valley This seeming isolation of Shipton and 
Smythe, treating them almost as a separate unit apart from the rest of the 
expedition, was deliberately planned by Tilman Even in such a select party as 
the 1938 expedition, where all men were equal, some were still more equal 
than others It was recognized from the outset that if the summit was to be 
won the most likely pair to do it would be Shipton and Smythe Consequently} 
Tilman determined to conserve their strength for the final push not for them, 
if it could possibly be helped, the chore of breaking trail up to the North 
Col 15 

That mght snow fell for several hours, and the climbers could hear 
avalanches crashing down from the near-by peaks and ndges All the old fears 
about the North Col slopes came crowding into their minds They recalled the 
close shave that Shipton and Wyn Hams had in 1936 and above all they 
recalled the disastrous avalanche of 1922 in which seven porters died 
Nevertheless by 24 May they reckoned conditions were once more satisfac- 
tory’ The slopes had been provided with fixed ropes, and the few hundred feet 
of new climbing between the end of the traverse and the North Col were 
quickly overcome by the lead team of Shipton and Smythe, who were pressed 
into service All the climbers (with the excepuon of Lloyd, who had flu) and 
twenty-six porters reached the col and dumped their loads on the site of the 
1936 camp, marked by the apex of a pyramid tent poking through the snow 
Everyone then returned to Camp III 

On the following day Tilman and Smythe, with fifteen porters, returned to 
the col As they surveyed the mountain they had come to climb and the superb 
scenery lying all around, they felt litde hope or joy The peak was covered m 
soft deep snow, the an was warm, stifling even, and ominous clouds piled up 
on the near-by ranges They descended to Camp III 
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They now realized in their innermost hearts that they were committed to 
attempting the mountain during the monsoon period, a course which their 
predecessors had declared impossible But the weather itself wasn’t bad on the 
whole, and Tilman felt he couldn’t simply just give up without at least one 
mam effort 

He now decided to divide the team mto two parties The lead pair, Smythe 
and Shipton, returned to Rongbuk with fourteen porters, their objective being 
to chmb the North Col from the west, that is from the mam Rongbul' Glacier, 
by the route which had been partly reconnoitred m 1936 Meanwhile the rest 
of the team was to ascend to Camp IV by the usual route 
On the 28th Odell, Oliver, Warren and Tilman occupied Camp IV In the 
afternoon it began to snow and didn’t stop until 8pm With a foot of snow to 
contend with, there was little the climbers could do and so the next day was 
spent m the large dome tent they had erected, and defeat was in the air 
The following day they pushed on up the North Ridge, the trail through the 
deep snow being made by the young enthusiastic Tenzing By one o’clock they 
had reached 24,500 ft, but Tilman realized that with the snow conditions then 
prevailing on the peak there was no point m establishing Camp V 
Snow again fell that evening and so on the next day, a retreat to Camp III 
was made once more 

Meanwhile Smythe, Shipton and the recuperated Lloyd had set up their 
first camp on the mam Rongbuk Glacier, en route for the western approach to 
the col When they heard that the others had retreated from the col, they were 
not sure what to do, so waited until they were joined by Tilman 

It was decided to withdraw completely from the East Rongbuk Glacier and 
concentrate all their energies on the new lme of approach, which was, they 
hoped, more free from avalanche danger 
The first camp, already established by Smythe, was called Lake Camp, an 
idyllic setting with grass, a stream and a small lake tucked in between a high 
moraine and the eastern wall of the valley, catching the full benefit of the sun 
for most of the day Its altitude was 18,000 ft 

The second camp (North Face Camp) lay some two and a half miles further 
up the true right bank of the Rongbuk Glacier, at 19,000 ft, just before the 
point at which a subsidiary glacier, the approach to the North Col, flows in 
Tilman, Shipton, Smythe and Lloyd occupied this camp with seventeen 
porters, the rest of the party were to follow in due course 

The next morning they rounded the corner of Changtse and began their 
ascent of the little glacier leading towards the North Col The ascent was not 
as steep as on the familiar route from the East Rongbuk Glacier, but the slopes 
were more open and looked frighteningly avalanche prone Bearing this in 
mind the part> crept up close b> the walls of Changtse, which towered o\er 
them on their left About a mile up the glacier an icefall pressed them eten 
more to the left, but shortly after 1 o’clock they found a wide snow shelf abose 
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the icefall where they set up their third camp, called somewhat factually West 
Side Camp Tilman estimated its altitude to be similar to that of Camp 111 on 
the East Rongbuk Glacier, about 21,500 ft 

They left camp at seven next morning to tackle the final slopes to the col 
Before they had gone far they came upon the debris of an enormous avalanche, 
which could only have fallen within the last few days and which was indicative 
of the inherent dangers of the route The avalanche had also stripped the slope 
of snow, leaving only hard ice, which required arduous step cutting and 
sensitive balance, especially on the part of the laden porters 

They up-toed up the ice for 500 ft until they could reach an area of snow 
cover 800 ft above them lay the col, which was their goal, but the slopes had 
steepened and the snow had softened in the increasing warmth of the 
morning Behind them lay stark evidence of what these snow slopes could do 
once the sun had softened them, and it was a thankful party which reached the 
North Col at 1 1 a m ‘The sun, feeble though it was, had been on the slope for 
an hour and from its effect on the snow I felt it was high time for us to be off 
it,’ commented Tilman 16 

So once again the expediuon was established on the North Col, having made 
the first ascent from the west 

On 6 June, the day following their reoccupauon of Camp IV on the col, they 
began the ascent of the North Ridge Surprisingly, the snow had consolidated 
for quite some distance, so that they were able to make good progress until, 
about 800 ft below the posiuon selected for Camp V, things deteriorated Two 
of the porters struggled on for a further hundred feet and then sank down 
exhausted The rest crawled on until at 4 o’clock they reached the site for 
Camp V 

Smythe and Shipton stayed at Camp V, Tilman and Lloyd returned to 
Camp IV with six of the porters and picked up the two exhausted men on the 
way down By far the best of the porters had been the indefatigable Tenzing, 
and now he and Pasang put up a remarkable effort by descending from Camp 
V to pick up the abandoned loads, 700 ft below, and climbing back up with 
~ this on top of a day which had reduced most of the party to near 
exhaustion 17 

A strong easterly wind prevented any advance next day, but on 8 June the 
party from Camp V moved up the ridge to establish Camp VI at 27,200 ft, on a 
gentle scree slope below the Yellow Band It had been a hard day’s work, and 
the Sherpas really had extended themselves, Pasang seemed ill 

It was all to no avail Next day Smythe and Shipton found that the snow was 
cep and powdery and it took them an hour to progress a single rope length 
orton s traverse fine, piled deep with snow, looked horrendous, and even if 
it cou have been crossed the gully beyond was out of the question More as a 
gesture than from any feeling of hope, the two climbers tried to make a 
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diagonal ascent towards the crest of the ndge, aiming for a point below the 
First Step, though the ndge also looked fearsome However, as the rocks 
steepened the possibility of the waist-deep snow avalanching and sweeping 
them off the mountain became acute, then only course was to retreat 
They reached Camp V just in time to meet Tilman and Lloyd coming up 
Their news must have been depressing to Tilman, even though he hardly 
expected better Despite the conditions he and Lloyd decided to continue 
their plans to go to Camp VI and, even if an ascent of the mountain was 
impossible, at least to try to reach the crest of the summit ndge It was, 
however, a vain quest 

That evening Tilman and Lloyd returned to Camp IV on the North Col to 
find Odell and Oliver in residence with a few porters The others had gone 
down to the East Rongbuk Glacier with a sick potter, and now it looked as if 
there was another sick porter, for Pasang lay in his tent paralysed on his nght 
side The other porters were all in favour of abandoning their comrade as a 
sacrifice to the mountain gods, who, as they pointed out with Eastern logic, 
were obviously punishing the expedmon If Pasang escaped his patendy 
pre-detenmned fate, the gods would take someone else instead 
Naturally enough, this fine of reasoning was not accepted by the sahibs, and 
next day there began the laborious job of carrying Pasang down the slopes to 
the East Rongbuk Glacier Like the others, Tilman decided to risk the 
avalanche slopes to the east rather than the icy slopes on the west side of the 
col Their human burden proved to be an awkward carry, but the porters 
treated him as they would any other load, and it was a wet, cold and very ill 
Pasang who was eventually put to bed in Camp III That be survived and 
eventually recovered reasonably well is mdicauvc of the toughness of his race 
The expediuon was over Like its predecessors it had faded to cbmb 
Everest, the only difference being that it had faded cheaply 

Was the experiment a success? Certainly it demonstrated, as Tilman has 
claimed, that a small expedition was as capable of putting two men into 
position for a summit bid as a large one Before the team had set out from 
England someone had said, ‘If you fail, whatever you do don’t blame the 
weather,’ meaning that after all the recent fadures, the weather was beginning 
to look like a convenient excuse Yet, however it looked to the people back 
home, most of whom could not even begin to appreciate the rcaliucs of the 
problem, it was the weather which called an end to the game Experiences in 
1938 made it quite clear that once the monsoon has broken, the north side of 
Everest is not climbable The rocks become covered in snow, and above Camp 
V at least the snow never consolidates, but remains like a sea of waist-deep 
flour through which the climber must struggle, all the ume gaspmg for air and 
hoping the slope won’t avalanche 

Tilman, like Ruttledgc in 1936, was unfortunate to have to contend with an 
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early monsoon - or was it the norm, and others in previous years who had 
been lucky enough to meet a late monsoon? That question was never 
satisfactorily answered, even after seven expeditions ^ 

Supposing conditions had been good on the North Face, could Tilman s 
experiment have succeeded ? There seems no reason to doubt it Smythc an 
Shipton had never felt fitter, on their own admission, and though there was 
1 ,800 ft to climb from Camp V I to the top, they stood at least as good a chance 
as their predecessors Tilman had certainly proved his point 

All the same it wasn’t as clear a point as it first seems Tilman himself 
blurred the issue with his austerity diet There is no evidence to show that this 
benefited the team m any way, and it may in fact have been psychologically 
detrimental In the event, it didn’t matter to the result, but it might have done 
had the weather been different Reading Tilman’s thesis, one sometimes feels 
he concentrated too much on individual trees and almost forgot the value of 
the forest 

Another factor which helped Tilman enormously, and which both he and 
Shipton recognized when they wrote their accounts of the expedition, was the 
enormous strides made by the Sherpa porters in confidence and ability They 
were not yet climbers, in the European sense, but the men who were with 
Tilman m 1938 - Angtharkay, Tenzing, Pasang and the rest - were very 
different from the ‘coolies’ who had travelled with Hovvard-Bury Once the 
value of the Sherpas had been proved on the first three Everest expeditions, 
they were in demand by expeditions throughout the Himalaya German, 
French, American, Dutch, Italian, Japanese and many British expediuons 
had used the natives of Sola Khumbu, and the Sherpas had learnt from all of 
them The best of them, though lacking in technique, had become infected 
with the spirit of the game ‘Previously,’ wrote Shipton, ‘it has always been 
rather a question of driving these men to extreme altitudes, now the position 
was almost reversed ,18 

Tilman, as he freely admitted, compromised his basic principles by taking 
oxygen apparatus on the expedition, and ironically it was his expedition which 
more than any other since the time of Finch gave oxygen its most thorough 
testing Though the closed oxygen system never worked properly, Lloyd used 
the open system continuously above Camp IV and found that it reduced 
fatigue considerably, and above 26,000 ft made a decided increase in his 
climbing rate To Tilman, however, this was little more than a scientific 
curiosity and had nothing to do with climbing Everest 

My own opinion is that the mountain could and should be climbed 
without, and I think there is a cogent reason for not climbing it at all rather 
an climb it with the help of oxygen I feel sure that if it were climbed 
with the help of oxygen there would be for mountaineers an instinctive urge 
to climb it again without The plausible argument that it is better to climb 
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the mountain with oxygen rather than not at all is therefore unsound 
Mountaineering is analogous to sailing, and there is not much ment to be 
acquired by sailing with the help of an auxiliary engine If man wishes 
gratuitously to fight nature, not for existence or the means of existence but 
for fun, or at the worst self aggrandizement, it should be done with natural 
weapons 19 

Tilman was applying to the Himalaya the rigid ethics of classical moun- 
taineering - the idea that if you can't get up a rock or a mountain by 'fair' 
means, you should wait unul someone comes along who can Unfortunately , it 
was n somewhat bent cthtc even in the days of Whympcr, and even more so 
since - the 'self aggrandizement’ Tilman speaks of is a strong force for 
wrongdoing By 1938 not enough big Himalayan peaks had been climbed to 
establish an ethical norm, and by the tunc there were, the norm included 
oxygen 

The prizes were too great for too much ethics when the big peaks were 
there for the taking, a little thing like oxygen wasn’t going to stop the 
would be conquerors Bearing in mind the nature of some men, it says quite a 
lot for mountaineering trudmon that the post-war cxpcdiuons were as 
restrained as they were 

Now that the Golden Age of Himalayan first ascents is over, with all the 
really big peaks climbed at least once and often scxcral times, the pressure is 
off and mountaineers have once again turned to a more leisurely examination 
of ethics Tilman’s basic assumptions were right, of course conquest alone is 
not enough When he spoke at the British Mountaineering Council’s National 
Conference m 1976 Tilman received a rapturous welcome from the audience 
They were applauding a prophet come into his own, for though Tilman was 
not the inventor of the small expcdiuon he had been its most consistent 
champion for forty years 

The small expcdiuon, the so-called ‘Alpine style ascent’, is rapidly becom- 
ing commonplace even for the most ambiuous Himalayan objecuvcs, and 
Everest itself has not been immune Today’s climbers have out-Tilmanned 
Tilman in many ways - but of course, they have advantages that he never had, 
stemming from the age m which we five But the change was a long time in 
coming, and even now is not complete 

The 1938 expcdiuon returned home to the rumblings of Munich and a 
country too concerned about events in Europe to worry much over the success 
or failure of an Everest expcdiuon 

Only one minor mishap upset the tranquillity of the expcdiuon’s homecom- 
ing Peter Oliver had left Rongbuk before the others because his Army leave 
was up On the way home he stayed in Kalunpong with Norman and Bunty 
Odling, who had been particularly hospitable to Everesters since 1933 
Naturally, he discussed the expcdiuon with his hosts, unaware that Norman 
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Odling was a Reuter correspondent Odhng filed a despatch based on Oliver s 
story - and scooped The Times , who had an exclusive contract with the 
Committee The Times was furious, Tilman was acutely embarrassed, and it 

cost the Committee £850 in reparation. 

Tilman’s expedition was the last pre-war attempt on Everest. The No 
Ridge remained inviolate Summing up, Eric Shipton wrote: 

No, it is not remarkable that Everest did not yield to the first few 
attempts, mdeed, it would have been very surprising and not a little sad it 
had, for that is not the way of great mountains 

It is possible, even probable, that in time men will look back with won er 
at our feeble efforts, unable to account for our repeated failure, w'hile they 
themselves are grappling with far more formidable problems If we are s 
alive we shall no doubt mumble fiercely in our grey beards m a desperate 
effort to justify our weakness But if we are wise we shall reflect with deep 
gratitude that we seized our mountaineering heritage, and will take pleasure 
in watchmg younger men enjoy theirs 20 

The Mount Everest Committee met for the last time on 14 June 1939, three 
months before the invasion of Poland By a curious coincidence Hinks 
resigned as Secretary, after serving the Committee from its inception, wiser in 
the ways of mountaineers, no doubt, though the years had done nothing to 
mellow his forthright temperament 

If the clouds of war were gathering over the country, no wisp of them 
penetrated into the Committee room Impressed perhaps by Chamberlain s 
scrap of paper, the Committee decided to ask permission for Everest 
expeditions in 1940, 1941 and 1942 

There could hardly have been an end more in keeping 
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Had Mount Everest been climbed at the first attempt it would have been 
hailed as a notable achieicment and quickly forgotten The peak itself, 
because it is the highest in the world, would have become no more than a 
curious statistic for use m quiz games 
It was, ironically, the repeated failures which gave the mountain real stature 
m the public’s eyes Hulks notwithstanding, the publicity was enormous, and 
if, towards the end of the decade before the war, the public became a little 
bored with the whole business, the mountain was by then firmly unplanted in 
its mind as a symbol of the unattainable and moved out of the purely 
mountaineering domain to become a challenge to Man in general 

When it comes to a quesuon of self-esteem, Man is a pretty sneaky sort of 
creature If he sees a game in which the rules consistently damage his vanity, 
he changes the rules If he couldn’t ‘conquer’ Everest by climbing it, he would 
‘conquer’ it some other way The only other way was by flying over it 
Today, with our high flying jets and pressurized cabins, such an objective 
seems ludictously petty and the word ‘conquest’, laughable Even commercial 
airliners regularly cruise at 31,000 ft, which is 2,000 ft higher than Everest, 
and military jets go much higher But in the years between the wars the 
situauon was very different the idea of flying over Everest in the unsophisti- 
cated machines of the day was a real challenge 

It was an era when aviation was itself a challenge - the period of the great air 
races and public heroes like Mollinson and Lindbergh The challenge of 
Everest may have been known to the public, but the challenge of aviation was 
known to a much greater degree Why should the two not be combined? After 
all, the urge to fly faster or longer was well catered for Why not fly higher as 
well? And since altitude records tend to be dull things compared with a race 
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from London to Sydney, why not give it recognizable substance by flying over 
Mount Everest? 

The possible use of aircraft to assist the mountaineers had not cen 
overlooked by the Mount Everest Committee John Noel had himself raise 
the subject during his lecture to the Royal Geographical Society m 1919 -the 
lecture which had sparked off the whole Everest saga He had suggested that 
an aerial survey of Everest should be possible, with the planes taking off an 
landing in India For closer survey work he thought a ‘man-lifting kite with a 
ceiling of about 500 ft might be useful - an interesting idea in view of the 
development of hang-ghdmg half a century later At the same lecture 
Younghusband agreed with Noel about the desirability of aenal survey, 
though Percy Farrar wanted to go further and transport the whole expedition 
to Everest by airship 

Both Younghusband and Farrar were closely involved m the preparations 
for the first expedition led by Howard -Bury m 1921, and it seems likely that 
when Howard-Bury went to India in 1920 to canvass support he was instructed 
to investigate the possible use of aircraft In that year the world altitude record 
had been raised by the Americans to 33,1 14 ft, and it must have seemed to the 
Committee that using air craft m the Himalayas was a distinct possibility 
But the Air Force in India weren’t interested, and Howard-Bury got a cold 
reception 1 When the Viceroy heard of this he was distinctly annoyed, with 
the result that when Howard-Bury returned to the Air Force authorities a little 
later, he found them much more co-operative He was able to report home 
enthusiastically 

I have seen a good deal of Webb Bowen too and his views with regard to 
an aenal reconnaissance have altered considerably and he is now ready to 
help us in every way possible next autumn He thinks a D H 9a would do 
the job and he would be prepared I think to lend us a machine, pilot, 
photographic apparatus and petrol, but we should have to take all the 
expense of preparing a landing ground or temporary aerodrome 2 

Whether the Committee eventually considered that the cost of making a 
landing strip at Pumeah was not justified is hard to say, but the idea of using 
aircraft for either reconnaissance or supplies was soon abandoned It was 
probably a wise decision the Handley Page bomber in use at the time had a 
ceiling of 10,600 ft — dangerously low for Himalayan flying On the other 
hand, if the D H 9a mentioned by Webb Bowen had been capable of 
high-alutude reconnaissance, it might have solved in minutes the problem of 
the East Rongbuk Glacier that kept Mallory and Bullock guessing for weeks 
In 1924 Alan Cobham, one of the most famous aviators of the day, discussed 
wi Hrnks the possibility of using aircraft for reconnaissance and store- 
carrymg but they agreed it wasn’t feasible, and General Bruce, who was having 
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similar talks with the Air Ministry, came to the same conclusions Cobham’s 
scheme had the backing of the News of the World - in itself enough to put 
Hinks off Eventually, Cobham did fly over some of the lower Himalayan 
peaks, as did the American aviator Halliburton, but neither could tackle 
Everest itself 

By this time the altitude record was held by the French at 36,000 ft and 
production aircraft were evolving which would just about take the Himalaya 
in their stride Inevitably, the idea of actually landing somebody on the 
mountain was mooted and the American flyer Roscoe Turner offered his 
services to the Committee to do )ust that He had, he said, five years’ 
experience in all kinds of aviation including vnng-walkmg, plane-changing 
and balloon-piloting Despite these uniquely advantageous qualifications, the 
Committee turned him down 

Nevertheless, not everyone regarded the idea of landing on Everest as 
preposterous John Noel was convinced it would be done, and in 1927 he 
explained how 

The altitude of 30,000 feet is now no difficulty to modem high flying 
machines They can now also be constructed to be able to hover almost 
stationary against even mild winds (I do not necessarily refer to helicop- 
ters ) From already proved performances m high flying and hovenng, it 
would be possible to provide a machine that could hover within 100 feet 
over the summit of Everest and so allow a passenger from the plane under 
certain right conditions, and protected by thickly padded clothing which he 
would discard on landing, to descend by a rope from the machine to the 
ground The shape of the summit of Everest, as far as observed by telescope 
hitherto, seems to offer sufficient space, evenness and snow-covenng to 
make such a landing possible, although there would be no chance of a plane 
itself landing, nor of even taking off again nor of picking up its passenger 
That passenger (there could be two) would with the aid of liquid oxygen 
breathmg and previous high altitude acclimausation, descend the mountain 
as far as the East Rongbuk Glacier snowfield at the foot of the Ice Cliff, 
where another suitably constructed aeroplane could easily land and pick 
him up to fly back to India 

The descent of the mountain would be undertaken in two days, using 
sleeping-bags and food dropped in a suitable place on the mountain during 
previous flights A number of these Depots would be dropped for the choice 
of the climbers 3 

It is doubtful whether anyone took Noel’s suggestion any more seriously 
than they did those of Roscoe Turner What seemed much more likelj was 
that before long somebody would attempt to fly over the mountain 

French and German aviators were known to have been p lannin g to fly over 



Chapter 10 

Everest for some years, but British interest in such a project did not crystallize 
until 1932, when a monoclcd Army officer, Major L V S Blacker, came 
forward with definite proposals for an attempt 

Blacker’s timing was perfect, all the portents for success suddenly came 
together First of all, there was a re-awakemng of public interest m Mount 
Everest with the prospect of the 1933 expedition after an interval of nine years 
— valuable background enthusiasm which made Blackcr’s goals understand- 
able to everyone Then, as a demonstration that his plans were not unrealisuc, 
Blacker could point to the exploits of Squadron Leader S B Hams, who in 
March 1931 had led a flight of Wapitis from Risalpur to Gilgit in the 
Karakorum, circuiting the mighty Nanga Parbat (26,658 ft) and crossing other 
high peaks such as Rakaposhi, Domani and Haramosh Last, and most 
important of all, Britain had just raised the aircraft altitude record to 44,000 ft, 
thanks to the new Bristol Pegasus engine 4 

Engines already existed which were capable of carrying a single-seater 
aircraft the necessary height and distance, but Blacker had realized at the 
outset that this would not be good enough Later he wrote 

An attempt could, of course, have been made some years earlier in a 
single-seater aeroplane with good hopes of success 

However, without an observer and fully adequate photographic equip- 
ment, the flight would have been easier but mere foolish sensationalism, 
inasmuch as no scientific results could be expected 5 

In fact, the venture had to be given a cloak of scientific responsibility or it 
could not have taken place at all It was only by convincing the influential 
Royal Geographical Society that the flight could produce valuable aerial 
survey material that there was any hope of approaching the India Office and 
through them the Nepalese Government So despite Blacker’s words an 
attempt could not have been made earlier - a single-seater flight intended 
merely to break a record would not have been allowed Before 1932 there was 
no engine capable of carrying two men to the required height The whole 
success of the affair rested on the Bristol Pegasus engine 
The Pegasus S3 — the ‘S’ stood for supercharged — was an air-cooled 
radial-type engine with nine cylinders of twenty-eight litres capacity capable 
of developing a maximum of 580 brake horse power at 13,500ft The 
supercharging was essential for high-altitude work an unsupercharged engine 
draws m its combustible mixture of petrol and air at normal atmospheric 
pressure, or rather less, which means that it is most effective at sea level, 
where the atmospheric pressure is highest It is correspondingly less so at 
altitude, where the atmospheric pressure is lower At the height of Mount 
verest an unsupercharged engine loses some 73 per cent of its power 

y forcing the mixture of petrol and air into the cylinders under pressure - 
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supercharging - this power loss is substantially reduced In the Pegasus the 
supercharging was done by means of a rotary pump dmen from the 
crankshaft, and it enabled the engine to maintain 50 per cent of its power even 
at the height of Everest - almost twice as powerful as an unsupcrcharged 
engine of the same type 

There was no doubt that the Pegasus, fitted in a suitable airframe, would be 
capable of carrying a pilot and observer/photographer over the summit of 
Everest Technical details and cosungs needed to be worked out of course, but 
Blacker realized that m the Pegasus engine lay certain success, it had the 
power to overcome not only the physical problems but the political ones too 
Blacker set up his headquarters at the College of Aeronautical Engineering, 
Chelsea, in March 1932 and in the same month submitted his plans to the 
R G S , who almost immediately approved of them and sent a letter of support 
to the India Office In the following month facilities were made available by 
the R A F and negotiations were begun with the Bristol Aeroplane Company 
The Committee, which until then consisted of Blacker and an old wartime 
comrade, Colonel P T Etherton, suddenly began to acquire prcsugious 
names, Lord Peel and John Buchan (the famous author, later Lord Tweeds- 
muir) joined it, followed m the next few months by Lord Clydesdale, M p 
(who was later nominated as one of the pilots), the Master of Sempill, Lord 
Lytton, Lord Burnham, the Maharaia of Nawanagar and sundry high-ranking 
Air Force officers As a Committee it was very high-powered indeed 
Unfortunately it was also broke 

In the spring of 1932, when the project had begun, the financial side had 
seemed sausfactory A number of individuals and firms had promised supjxirt 
m money and materials, but that summer there was a financial crisis and a lot 
of the promises were withdrawn The plans were already far advanced and the 
organizers were faced with a desjierate situation 

At the last moment, like some fairy godmother, the rich and beautiful 
society hostess Lady Houston stepped in with £10,000, and further assurances 
of £5,000 if necessary At once the cloud was lifted, the Committee were able 
to afford the best of everything they required 

Lady Houston was well known as a patron of aviation (the Schneider 
Trophy, for example) but it seems that in this case her action sprang from a 
family friendship with Lord Clydesdale At the same time she thought that if 
the flight was successful it would impress the natives of India with the innate 
superiority of their Bnush overlords She saw it as further strengthening the 
foundations of a great empire Unfortunately, she made these pohucal views 
widely known through the press and this aroused the anger of the Indian 
Congress Party, though they could do little to prevent the flight 
With the advent of Lady Houston s money, the Committee grew again in 
size and was forced to move to more commodious accommodauon in 
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G '~ ^ ouse Because of the complexities of organization the Chief of Air 

, ’ ir t Salmond, suggested that an experienced executive officer 

s °uld take overall charge of the organization and he suggested Air Commod- 

Fellowes Blacker, the man who began it all, was gently put on 

one si e and Fellowes took over It was a significant step on the road to 
success 

Air Commodore Fellowes was a wartime flying hero - D.S O and bar - a 
orn ea er of men and, most important, a genius at organization Any 
ent o verest cannot help but compare the way in which Fellowes, with a 
mere six months at his disposal, organized the whole complex and highly 

ZTZT n 0peranon > mth bumbling, haphazard efforts of the Mount 

ommittee, who had taken years to reach even a modicum of 

tJ u ° f course ’ Aat &e problems were different, but so was 

scientific^ t0 u prob * ems Fellowes and his team tackled theirs in a 

forward in a ° Iler ’ oa S bt every contingency through m advance, and went 
iurwara m great confidence 

stagaenn^Ttf 1 done Before the flights could take place was qmte 

aircraft had to Tff !i Pegasus en gme was already decided upon, a suitable 

p V3, a prototvne < T d ^ ^ ^ end ^ choice feU on a Westland 

only one of these, n P deveIoped as a day bomber However, as there was 

In honour of the, DCe the second P lane was to be a Westland Wallace 
Westland It w 0 . nsor 1116 Committee renamed the P V3 the Houston- 

proDefler thn u h h WOUld &ve adequate clearance for the extra large 
propeller thought necessary for high-altitude flying 6 g 

hmovato^L^LV' rig0r0 , Usly m0dlfled “ d equ,pped WIth ™ch 

eleeme hZtZ Ka " n “ <amP T7F use - wasmade °f fourteen-volt 
goseles Kapok suits were toed with heating wires, as were the flyers’ 

WerC T"^ by elacmcally heated and even 

>gen supply was pre-heated so that no moisture n, n „u , 

gn atory valves. How Finch must have envied them their techmr . C ° 8 f 

Then, too, there were specially adapted flying ZoZ “P* 3 *' 

considered and y & instruments and oils to be 

a and tested, and, most important, the cameras 

aviator-TT ^ four types of P hoto graphs were to be attemn^d u u 
W 7 ii PlTSl and foremost were the aerial survev m ^ Pted ^ die 
Williamson Automatic Eagle III survev y Pictures taken on a 

recording overlapping vertical shots of the count^T" 2 d ° Wnwards md 
-ouldfly For the results to be of any value tli^ofnT ^ plane 
^mple as it may seem, espeaaiy i a ZoTZZlf 1 Photography is not as 
corrections need to be considered in adv^Tr ? and vanous 

aircraft to fly a level course whenever the camera ,s t for the 

operation Is ^mg used, itself a tncky 
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The Raja of Banaih, a cheery personality, who had shot over a hundred 
tigers, offered us his fleet of motor-cars, remarking that, if possible, he 
would like to retain one or two for his own use He had seventeen e 
seemed astonished, as if at an unusual display of moderation, when only 
three cars and a lorry were required 10 

To read of such luxuries, as they appeared in The Times reports, must ha\e 
galled the mountaineers who had endured the hardships of the Tibetan 
plateau, especially when reference was made to ‘the horrors of exploration - 
‘there was no milk for breakfast on one occasion,’ wrote Strutt sarcastically in 
the Alpine Journal , ‘and on another dinner could not be served unul 10 30 
p m m 

If the aviators did not share the extreme discomfort of the climbers, they 
did share the same weather Just as it was impossible to climb the mountain if 
the weather was bad, so too was it impossible to fly over it. Clear weather and 
fairly modest wmds at 30,000 ft were what the pilots needed to ensure success 
— clouds would make photography useless, and a strong wind, blowing in the 
wrong direction, would cause the aircraft to use up too much fuel with 
possibly disastrous consequences Though an emergency landing strip had 
been constructed forty-six miles nearer the Nepalese border than Pumeah, it 
was little more than a sop to conscience the real fear was a forced landing in 
the tangled mountain masses of Nepal, with little chance of survival 

Day by day the weather reports came from Calcutta, and the expedition’s 
own high-altitude wind balloons were sent up, but it was not until 3 April that 
conditions were judged to be favourable and the two Westlands roared off 
from Lalbalu airfield at 8 25 a m In the lead plane, the Houston-Westland, 
the pilot was Clydesdale and the observer-photographer was Blacker, in the 
second plane, McIntyre was pilot and the observer’s place was occupied by 
S R Bonnett, a professional cameraman working for Gaumont British Films 
A ground haze, or dust haze, obscured the forward view until at about 
19,000 ft the planes rose above it into a brilliant sky and the whole range of the 
Nepalese Himalaya lay before them, stretching away on either hand to 
Kangchenjunga and Dhaulagiri or beyond, gleaming white and quite magical 
Clydesdale Wrote 

The aeroplanes seemed to be enclosed within a semi-circle of the most 
gigantic mountains in the world This time they really looked enormous, 
because we were seeing them from much closer range than we had ever seen 
them before Just to the right of the aeroplane’s nose as it rose clear of the 
murk, the summit of Mount Everest appeared with its plume, like the 
smoke of a volcano, stretching out to the east but m proportion rather 
s orter than we had seen it on previous occasions, indicating that the wind 
ve ocity was less than when we had usually observed it Everest was 
probably nearly 50 miles distant when first sighted 12 
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On the technical side, however, things were not going so well Because of 
the haze they failed to find the river (unction which was to be the control point 
of their survey In fact, for the same reason, they could not ascertain the drift 
of the aircraft, which was much greater than the pilots allowed for, and as a 
consequence, instead of approaching Everest from the south-west, up the 
Dudh Kosi and over Namche Bazar, they came at it almost due south, just to 
the west of Chamlang 

The planes kept as low as possible in an attempt to pick up identifiable 
landmarks, but suddenly the pilots found that they were approaching the 
Everest massif with nothing like enough altitude Clydesdale began a steep 
climb to bring the plane up to 31,000 ft, which meant he would clear the 
summit by the safe margin of approximately 2,000 ft, when suddenly a 
downdraught on the leeward side of the massif plunged the Houston- 
Westland down by 2,000 ft Despite putting the controls into maximum rate 
of climb, he knew he was losing height to the force of the downdraught Out 
of the comer of his eye he could see that McIntyre had been forced even lower 
and was altering course to avoid Lhotse 
Clydesdale himself could do nothing but approach Lhotse head on - and he 
barely skimmed the summit Immediately, the downdraught ceased, the plane 
climbed sharply and he passed over the summit of Everest with 500 ft to spare 
The time was 10 05 a m 13 

His approach also earned the Houston-West land through the wcli-iuiown 
‘plume’ of Everest, that seeming tail of cloud which streams away from the 
mountain’s summit. Clydesdale soon discovered it was no mere cloud but ‘A 
prodigious jet of rushing winds flinging a veritable barrage of ice fragments for 
several miles to leeward of the peak’ It cracked the celastroid windows of the 
rear cockpit. 14 

Meanwhile, McIntyre had his own problems The Wallace, weighted aown 
by the heavier cini equipment, could not match the Houston-Westland w rate 
of climb, and the pilot found hims elf w a desperate situation as the huge peaks 
rapidly closed in 

We were in a most serious position [he wrote] The great bulk of Everest 
was towenng above us to the left, Makalu down-wind to the right and the 
connecting range dead ahead, with a hurricane wind doing its best to carry 
us over and dash us on the knife-edge sides of Makalu I had the feeling that 
we were hemmed in on all sides, and that we dare not turn away to gam 
height afresh There was plenty of air space behind us, yet it was impossible 
to turn back A turn to the left meant going back into the down-current and 
the peaks below, a turn down wind to the right would have taken us almost 
instantly into Makalu at 200 miles an hour 15 

Fortunately a sudden uprush of air allowed him to scrape over a ridge to 
comparauve safety However, McIntyre s task was to fly over Everest, not 
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avoid it, so he turned his machine once more towards the mountain and again 
scraped crab- wise over one of the ridges He repeated the manoeuvre three 
times before he judged he had gained sufficient height to attempt the summit 
As the machine flew over the top of Everest, McIntyre had time only for e 
briefest glance, because it had become obvious that something had happenc 
to Bonnett, the observer In fact, Bonnctt had fractured an oxygen feed pipe 
and had almost passed out before he found the break and repaired it by 
bandaging it with a handkerchief. Realizing that the summit must be close, 
Bonnett had then tried to struggle up against the slipstream with the heavy cin£ 
camera to get the shot of a lifetime, but, already weakened, the effort prove 
too much for him and he collapsed unconscious on the floor of the cockpit 
In trying to discover what had happened to his observer, McIntyre 
wrenched the nose piece of his own oxygen apparatus away He couldn’t get it 
to stay back m place and so was forced to fly the plane with one hand and hold 
his precious oxygen mask to his face with the other It was an uncomfortable 
flight home 

Both aircraft touched down at Lalbalu at 11 25 a m They had been away 
exactly three hours - three hours of great adventure, though as Clydesdale 
sombrely recorded later ‘It was not our business to have adventures, for 
adventures are eschewed by all well-organized expeditions ’ ,6 McIntyre was 
more blunt ‘At the time it was very much like a nightmare,’ he said 17 
Unfortunately the survey photographs were not a success owing to the 
ground haze, and so, despite protests from Lady Houston, who seems to have 
had a particularly soft spot for Clydesdale, the flight was repeated on 19 April, 
though this time the planes did not pass over the actual summit 

There is no doubt that in its organization and execution the Everest flight 
was a brilliant tour de force From start to finish the whole plan had taken a 
mere thirteen months, m which the aircraft and engines had to be built, 
special equipment designed and tested, political and financial problems 
overcome The attention to detail was meticulous and scientific it was in fact 
an object lesson in how to organize an expedition 

The mountaineering establishment were not too pleased with the success of 
the Houston flights Though the Everest Committee sent off the obligatory 
telegram of congratulation to Feilowes and his team, the review of the 
expedition book, First over Everest, in the Alpine Journal was one of grudging 
admiration, with a thinly veiled suggestion that the expedition had altered its 
motives from science to mere publicity Pure jealousy drips between the fines 
But this was nothing compared with the mauling the expedition film got from 
e formidable Strutt, then editor of th e Alpine Journal and a man not noted for 
temperate speech ‘The films give mostly the appearance of havmg been taken 
rough a keyhole covered with sheep netting’, he wrote, and ‘Whatever may 
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have been the short-comings of the “Houston-Everest” flight in performance, it 
has not suffered from want of publicity ,1S 
The truth of the matter was that the Mount Everest Committee, and 
through them the Alpine Club, had come to regard Mount Everest as a pnvate 
domain reserved exclusively for them 

In these days, when intercontinental aeroplanes commonly cruise at 
30,000 ft while their passengers recline in comfortable chairs watching the 
latest movie, it is difficult to imagine the adventure of that first Everest flight, 
for, unlike mountain climbing, flying has become so common as to be debased 
m our present estimation of adventure Yet adventure it was, and though not 
comparable with, say, Alcock and Brown’s crossing of the Atlantic, it was a 
tiny step forward m aviation history 

Nme years after the Houston flight, Everest was flown over again, but 
under very different circumstances Cruising alone m a P43A pursuit plane, 
the commander of the famous ‘Flying Tigers’, Colonel Robert L Scott, 
decided on the spur of the moment to fly over Everest He had no preparations 
and had no authorization, bur he set a course which took him over 
Kangchenjunga, Makalu, Lhotse and Everest, crossing the summit two miles 
above it - a measure, if nothing else, of the immense strides made in aircraft 
design since the Houston flight 

On 16 June 1945, Sq Ldr C G Andrews, a New Zealander, and 
C Fenwick, who was British, flew over Everest made Havdland Mosquito 
They claimed to have skimmed the s ummi t by about thirty feet 

In 1947 an enthusiastic RAF pilot, Kenneth Neame, flying a Spitfire XIX, 
made an unauthorized photographic flight over the mountain, and m 1953 a 
Liberator of the Indian Air Force also flew over Everest - 

Some day, no doubt, an enterprising individual with a strong sense of 
adventure and notable lack of self-preservation will hang-ghdc from the 
summit of Everest onto the Khumbu Glacier or Rongbuk Glacier, but until 
that day arrives there is nothing to be gamed by flying over the world’s highest 
mountain Today, at Kathmandu airport, you can hire a light plane to take 
you on a flight to Everest on any fine day you choose, and though you won’t 
cross the summit, for a few pounds or dollars you can match the photographic 
exploits of the pioneers 
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Although the Houston flight of 1933 was a minor triumph of aviation history, 
nobody saw it as the ‘conquest’ of Mount Everest Following Mallory’s 
dictum, few climbers would use the word m any event, but even the general 
public, unaware of the mceties of mountaineering ethics, realized that until 
someone actually stood on the top the job wasn’t finished 

It seems now, in retrospect, that 1933 was the watershed of public 
expectation The Ruttledge team of that year was particularly strong and well 
equipped There had been almost a decade in which to reflect on mistakes of 
the past and build a team of experts who would not only climb the highest 
mountain in the world, but avenge the deaths of Mallory and Irvine at the 
same time. And when Ruttledge’ s team failed people gave a mental shrug and 
declared the thing impossible After 1933, expeditions were not expected to 
succeed 

But there are men for whom the unattainable has a special attraction 
Usually they are not experts their ambitions and fantasies are strong enough 
to brush aside the doubts which more cautious men might have Determina- 
tion and faith are their strongest weapons At best such men are regarded as 
eccentric, at worst, mad 

Partly because the repeated failures of the official expeditions made the 
mountain a natural target, Everest has attracted its share of men like these 
Their mountaineering expenence varied from none at all to very shght — 
certainly none of them had the kind of expenence which would make an 
ascent of Everest a reasonable goal Three things they all had in common faith 
in themselves, great determination and endurance Their attempts were all 
illicit - not one of them had permission to visit Everest, a fact which they 
regarded as litde more than an inconvenient nuisance None were successful 
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The first of the outsiders to try his luck against Everest did so for ulterior 
motives Mauncc Wilson had no personal ambitions when it came to 
mountain climbing, for he had never climbed a mountain m his life What he 
did have was a fanatical belief that a combination of faith and fasting could 
cure the human condition He believed that if a man fasted almost to the point 
of death then all his physical and mental ills would dram out of him, and if he 
also had faith in the powers of God, then God would renew him in body and 
spirit, and he would emerge a stronger, better person 

It seemed to Wilson a simple panacea for the world’s ills, but he was astute 
enough to realize that if he tried to spread his gospel by the usual means, 
through lectures and articles, few would bother to listen he would be just 
another prophet crying in the wilderness What he needed was publicity of the 
sort that would make people sit up and take notice So why not climb Mount 
Everest - alone? 

He had no fears about the outcome Divine faith, he believed, could 
accomplish any task It was this burning faith that set in tram one of the most 
bizarre and moving chapters of the Everest story 
Maurice Wilson was one of the ‘lost generation’ whose ranks were 
decimated by the First World War Those who survived the horror of the 
trenches often wondered why, or how, and for all of them life was never quite 
the same afterwards Many of them, restless, haunted by the shadows of their 
terrible experiences, found it difficult to re-adjust to civilian hfe This was 
certainly the case with Wilson 

He was bom in Bradford, Yorkshire, m 1898, the third son of a self-made 
woollens manufacturer In the normal course of events he would have 
followed his father and brothers into the mill, but the war changed that On 
his eighteenth birthday he enlisted m the infantry and was commissioned a 
year later, joined his battalion in ume for the third battle of Ypres and won the 
Military Cross Shortly afterwards he was seriously wounded m his chest and 
left arm by machine-gun fire, and invalided home 

Wilson was a tall man - over six feet - and strong as an ox, which doubtless 
helped him to recover from his injuries, though his left arm never properly 
healed and gave him bouts of pain during the rest of his life 

He was demobilized in the summer of 1919 and quickly found that hfe in 
Bradford held no fulfilment After a short stay m London he emigrated, first 
to America and from there to New Zealand, tackling a variety of jobs but 
never finding the sausfaction he had come desperately to need To any 
onlooker he must have appeared successful, for he had ingrained in him a 
pracucal Yorkshire business acumen which stood him in good stead, and he 
managed to accumulate the bank balance which was later to finance his great 
dream But monetary success meant little to him, and he returned to England 
as dissatisfied as ever 
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Frustration such as Wilson felt earned with it bouts of melancholia and 
there seems little doubt that on his return from abroad he was nearing a 
nervous breakdown He became physically ill, too, losing weight and racked 
by coughing spasms, but, spuming the usual medical treatments, he under- 
went, secretly, a mystenous penod of fasting and prayer In two months he 
was a healthy and happy man again — and he had found his purpose in life. 

Whenever he was questioned about his remarkable recovery, Wilson said 
that he had been to see a man m Mayfair who had once cured himself of an 
illness the medical profession had declared incurable, and that this man had 
instructed him in the method It consisted of fasting for thirty-five days, 
subsisting only on sips of water, and then, when the body was purged, of 
asking God to make him whole again This man, said Wilson, was wealthy 
enough to devote all his time to spreadmg the word, and had so far cured over 
a hundred people like himself 

Yet Wilson never named this benefactor, nor did the man seem known to 
the world m general Whatever publicity about his drastic remedy there might 
have been seems to have gone completely unnoticed It was Wilson who took 
it upon himself to spread the gospel 

Did the mystery man ever exist, or was the cure invented by Wilson 
himself? On the boat home from New Zealand, Wilson had befnended a party 
of Indian yoga experts and had shown great interest in then beliefs Had some 
of what he learned stuck m his mind, and was his cure nothing but a 
mish-mash of yoga and Christianity? It seems at least as feasible an explana- 
tion as the mystenous man m Mayfair 

Nevertheless, Wilson was not a charlatan He did undergo the fasting and 
the prayer, and he was made well He believed implicitly in what he was 
doing 

The conviction that he had found his true vocation came to him as he 
recuperated m the Black Forest m 1932, after his illness and remarkable 
recovery His problem was how to make people listen to his message His 
biographer, Dennis Roberts, wntes 

It was while his mind was thinking along these lines that he saw, m the 
Freiburg caf£, a cutting about the 1924 Expedition to Everest He read of 
the Sherpas and yaks that had carried the elaborate tram of equipment to 
the base of the mountain, he read of the dangers and apparently insur- 
mountable difficulties that had faced the mountaineers And he asked 
himself did he truly believe that fasting and Divine faith could accomphsh 
anything 5 No sooner had he asked himself, than he knew his belief was 
mdeed pure and absolute And he realized what he must do 1 

But the newspaper cutting must have been simply a crystallizing point for 
what was already in his head Everest was very much in the news at that time, 
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with the Houston flight and the 1933 expedition both actively in preparation 
It is inconceivable that Wilson didn’t know of these things - in fact the 
Houston flight probably determined his course of action 
When he returned to London, his first thoughts were to persuade the 
Houston team to take him with them so that he could parachute onto 
the mountain, but he quickly abandoned that as impracticable Nevertheless, 
the idea of using a plane to reach his goal struck him as common sense and 
he conceived a plan to fly to Everest, crash land on the East Rongbuk Glacier 
and make his way to the summit on foot That he should even consider such 
a scheme shows that he had a total misconcepuon of the Everest environment, 
and there were two other practical objections - he knew nothing about 
mountain climbing and he couldn’t fly a plane He set out to learn both 
One has the feeling that if Wilson could have bought a plane and left 
forthwith for India, that is precisely what he would have done, without 
bothering about technical niceties like learning to fly properly But even in the 
1930s a pilot’s licence was required by law, and to get one a proper course of 
instruction was necessary So Wilson bought a Gipsy Moth, three years old 
and bearing the letters G-ABJC, which he promptly named Ever Wrest, and 
joined the London Aero Club Here he learned to fly, rather badly But he did 
eventually get his pilot’s licence 

Learning to fly was one dung, learning to climb quite another In those days 
there were no organized courses of mstrucuon, and one learnt from friends 
who were already climbers or by imitating a good Alpine guide, but Wilson 
doesn’t seem to have taken advice from anyone He went up to the Lake 
District and Snowdonia for five weeks, did a bit of scrambling and came back 
to London scarcely any wiser than before Walking up Helvellyn or Snowdon 
is hardly adequate training for an ascent of Everest Had he gone to 
Switzerland and put himself m the hands of a competent guide, he might have 
appreciated something of the nature of his undertaking If nothing else, he 
would have found out what an ice axe and crampons were 
Nevertheless, Wilson had two great assets his determinauon, and his 
physical fitness This latter he constandy improved by long walks - he walked 
from London to his parents’ home at Bradford several tunes 
By the middle of April 1933 all his preparations were ready He had 
purchased such kit as he considered necessary and had had the Gypsy Moth 
suitably adapted with a long range fuel tank and strengthened undercarriage 
First, however, he decided to fly to Bradford to say farewell to bis parents and 
famdy It was an unlucky decision, for somewhere over the Yorkshire moors 
the engine cut out and Ever Wrest crashed into a farmer’s field, hitting a hedge 
and upping over Wilson himself was unhurt, but the damage to the plane was 
considerable It took three weeks to repair 

By this tune the exploits of Maurice Wilson were beginning to appear m the 
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daily papers Apart from hts crash he had also made a sensational (and illegal) 
parachute jump over London, and of course he made no secret about his plans 
to climb Everest As the day for his departure drew near the Air Ministry sent 
him a stern note informing him that he would not be allowed to fly over Nepal. 
He replied to the effect that since the Houston flight had flown over Nepal 
only a month previously he didn’t sec why he couldn’t do the same The Air 
Ministry pointed out that the Houston flight was a special case, and he wasn’t 
On Sunday, 21 May, on a perfect morning for flying, Maurice Wilson took 
off from Stag Lane Airfield, Edgware, en route for India and Everest It was 
not an auspicious start in his excitement he took off down-wind instead of 
up-wmd and barely cleared the landing strip A few minutes previously he had 
torn up a last-minute telegram from the Air Ministry, completely forbidding 
the flight 

A week later and Wilson landed at Cairo; a week later still and he was in 
India, having completed a remarkable solo flight despite the best efforts of the 
British Government to frustrate him At, Cairo he had been refused permission 
to fly over Persia (Iran) and at Bahrein he had been refused fuel, yet he 
managed to reach Gwadar m India and from there flew on to Lalbalu, near 
Pumeah - the same place as the Houston flight had used earlier 

But Lalbalu was the end of his dream so far as the faithful Ever Wrest was 
concerned The authorities would not grant him permission to fly over Nepal, 
and they impounded his plane to make sure he didn’t get up to any more 
tricks 

Wilson’s flight received considerable press coverage, for it was no mean feat 
he had accomplished For an inexperienced pilot to fly a second-hand Gypsy 
Moth to India, and by a circuitous route, was quite an achievement in itself 
To do it in the face of bureaucracy showed real determination Indeed, when 
Wilson landed in India he had already achieved the purpose of his mission 
The irony is that he completely failed to recognize that fact Nothing but the 
conquest of Everest would satisfy him 

The weeks went by, the monsoon came, and Wilson realized that his 
chances of attempting the mountain for that year had gone, even if the 
authorities relented Furthermore, he was running out of funds, so he sold 
Ever Wrest to a planter named Cassells for £500, and m July made his way to 
Darjeeling 

Once there he made formal application to the authorities for permission to 
enter Sikkim and Tibet on foot, and was firmly refused The truth was that he 
was becoming something of an irksome thorn in the side of the Raj, for by this 
time he was too well known to be quietly gaoled or deported on a trumped-up 
charge the press, who followed his progress avidly, would have had a field day 
at the Government’s expense There were many people who admired Wilson’s 
determination and guts, even though they thought him a crank It was just 
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these qualities in Wilson that the authorities didn’t like they were suspicious, 
and rightly so 

With official permission refused him, Wilson began to make plans for an 
illegal loumey into Tibet In Darjeeling he met and talked with Karma Paul, 
the man who had done so much to help all the British cxpcdiuons to Everest 
At first Karma Paul was enthusiastic to help the Englishman and promised to 
accompany him to Base Camp, but as they grew better acquainted with one 
another a mutual distrust and dislike built up which finally dissolved the 
partnership 

In January, when he had finally broken with Karma Paul, Wilson began to 
look round for other help He wanted someone who knew the way through 
Tibet to Base Camp, and who would take him there without asking too many 
questions By chance he found not one, but three - Tewang, Rinzing and 
Tsenng, who had all been porters on the Ruttledge expedition 

Maunce Wilson left Darjeeling on the early morning of 31 March 1934 To 
avoid suspicion he had paid for his hotel room six months m advance and he 
gave out the story that some friends of his had invited him away on a tiger 
shoot It was some time before the authorities tumbled his ruse, by which time 
he was already well out of their reach, travelling through Sikkim by night 
marches disguised as a Tibetan monk 

With the three Sherpas to guide him and care for him, he passed rapidly up 
the valley of the Tista, avoiding the towns and villages, and over the Kongra 
La into Tibet Once across the border he felt a freer man, away from the 
watchful eye of the all powerful British Raj, free enough to discard his 
disguise and travel by day instead of night In his diary he wrote ‘Now in 
forbidden Tibet and feel like sending Government a wire “Told you so!” ’ 2 
As he traversed the bleak Tibetan uplands in the days which followed, often 
frozen by the piercing winds or stung by the wind-chippcd particles of sand 
scoured from the barren crust, he compared it with the mountains of the 
moon Despite the hardship, he often managed twenty miles in a day and on 
12 April he was rewarded with a splendid view of Everest It aroused all his 
old ardour ‘Am already planning for future after the event,’ he wrote ‘I must 
win ’ 3 

Two days later - 14 April - he reached Rongbuk monastery He had taken 
twenty-five days to cover the 300 miles from Darjeeling - ten days less than it 
had taken the 1933 expediuon 

At Rongbuk monastery he made a very favourable impression on the Head 
Lama, who allowed him access to ihe equipment left behind by Ruttledge 
But he was so anxious to be off on his great adventure that he stayed for only 
two days at the monastery and on the 1 6th he set off - alone - for Everest 
Wdson knew the route he had to take - up the East Rongbuk Glacier to 
the North Col slopes - for he had read all the books on the subject assiduously 
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Unfortunately for him, those books had been written by mountaineers who 
were not only accustomed to finding their way over the sort of terrain that 
would make most people blanch, but who, in the sull lingering manner of 
Victorian England, were inclined to describe any difficulties with proper 
restraint 4 

On the first day, Wilson, carrying a 45-lb rucksack, made good progress, 
but then as he moved up the East Rongbuk Glacier he was appalled and 
frustrated by the difficulties Totally inexperienced m glacier travel, he had no 
idea which way to go, but found himself wandering m a maze of ice pinnacles 
He had only a rough idea of how to use his ice axe, wasting energy cutting 
useless steps that led to nowhere Time and again he retraced his path, caught 
m the grip of the ice maze, struggling against hunger, altitude and the 
enervating effects of glacier lassitude 

It took him three hard days to reach the site of the old Camp II, where he 
had the good fortune to find a pan of crampons, which would have helped him 
enormously m his struggle with the glacier Such was his ignorance, however, 
that he simply tossed them aside 5 

The weather, which had been fairly good for his attempt so far, suddenly 
became worse. On his fourth day out - 19 April - he advanced only three 
quarters of a mile and gamed only 250 ft in height It took him six hours 
Next day he worked his way slowly up the glacier to within a couple of miles 
of the site of Camp III below the North Col Here, camped in the ice trough 
which is such a feature of this part of the East Rongbuk, he was pinned down 
by a blizzard for almost four days In his cramped little diary he pencilled 
‘Discretion is the better part of valour No use going on Eyes terrible and 
throat dry and v sore . . It’s the weather that has beaten me — what damned 
bad luck 1 ’ 6 

Was Wilson deliberately writing for posterity, or was his power of 
self-deception such that he really believed it was only the weather that had 
beaten him? He was short of food, even though he existed on the sparsest of 
rations — a few figs, a Iitde gruel — he was suffering agony from the old wound 
m his arm, and he was pracucally exhausted by the altitude, the weather and 
the hard going he had encountered And he had not even reached Camp III. 
He must have realized then that his quest was hopeless.. 

A lesser spirit might have died at that point, or at least soon after. Wilson 
was faced with a gruelling retreat down the East Rongbuk and mam Rongbuk 
glaciers Somehow he fought through, stumbling, half blind, racked with 
pain, to the monastery and the welcoming arms of the Sherpas He had been 
away nine days 

It was an incredible performance. He was lucky to be alive and yet on the 
very evening he returned, exhausted though he was, he managed to scribble in 
his diary, ‘I still know that I can do it * Then he slept for thirty-eight hours. 
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Eighteen days passed before he was ready for his second attempt He took 
longer to recuperate from his first ordeal than he imagined he would and then 
two of the Sherpas, Tsenng and Tewang, were ill He had decided on his 
second attempt to use the porters to carry up to Camp III enough food and 
gear to allow him to make a semi-permanent base there from which he could 
make a lone attempt on the s ummi t during a period of fine weather In the 
event Tsenng was never well enough to leave Rongbuk and only Tewang and 
Rinzmg set out with Wilson on 12 May 
The Sherpas knew the intricacies of the East Rongbuk Glacier and they 
reached the site of the old Camp Illm three days Cached near-by they found 
a food dump left over from the Ruttledge expedition, which they had no 
hesitation m plundering All Wilson’s dietary plans were cast aside m the face 
of such bounty He tucked in willingly to Fortnum and Mason’s best foods 
and finished off with a 1-lb box of ‘King George’ chocolates At the same time 
he was disgusted at the way in which valuable radio equipment had been 
abandoned by his predecessors - ‘enough to stock a shop’, he remarked in his 
diary 

For the next few days the three men were confined to camp by a fierce 
blizzard In his diary Wilson recorded the humdrum happenings of food and 
sleep, and confessed that his original plan of going straight from Camp III to 
Camp V was not a good one 

Not taking short cut to Camp V as at first intended as should have to cut 

my own road up the ice and that’s no good when there is already a handrope 

and steps (if still there) to Camp IV 7 

That entry alone reveals Wilson's total ignorance of mountains, and of the 
task he had undertaken 

He was also affected by the altitude His head ached and on the 21st he 
wrote patheucally ‘Terrible when you can’t put your head down for aching 
nerves ’* 

On the 21st, despite some bad weather, Wilson and Rinzing had been part 
of the way up the slopes of the col In his diary, Wilson thought it was half 
way, but this seems unlikely He was bitterly disappointed to discover dial all 
trace of the 1933 expedition had been erased by the elements - no rope, no 
steps 

Next day the weather was better and Wilson set out once again to climb the 
col This time he was alone He was away for four days, working his way 
slowly up the face, camping on ice shell es in incredibly exposed positions, 
until he came to the final bamer - the forty foot ice wall split b> the chimncv 
that had taxed the pow ers of Frank Smythe in 1933 Wilson camped below the 
chimney - ‘I am parked at an angle of 35°,’ he wrote Next day he tried to 
climb the chimney but it utterly defeated him, though he struggled for hour 
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after hour In his diary, already an almost illegible scrawl and often 
mcoherent, his frustration and despair provoked a flash of clarity Had a 
horrible job yesterday*, he wrote, ‘and whoever selected that route ought to be 
pole axed ,9 

On 25 May Wilson staggered back to Camp III The diary tells the story 
succinctly 

Only one thing to do — no food, no water — get back Did two sheer 
drop-rolls down the face of the ice but fortunately without effect hke sore 
a bit but not too much They [presumably the Sherpas] said that I could get to 
C IV and top but of course they were thinking of [indecipherable word] 
days when all steps were cut 10 

He spent the next two days m bed On the 28th he wrote m his diary. 
‘Tewang wanted to go back, but persuaded them to go with me to Camp V. 
This will be a last effort, and I feel successful . ,n 

In fact the Sherpas ~had not agreed to any such plan, which they could see 
was plain madness Instead they tried to persuade Wilson to return to 
Rongbuk, but he wouldn’t hear of it On the 29th he set out alone, but, too 
weak to make a real effort, he camped for the night at the foot of the col, not 
far from Camp III 

On 30 May he stayed in bed and then, on 31 May, came the final entry in his 
diary- ‘Off again, gorgeous day ,12 

The body of Maurice Wilson was discovered by Eric Shipton’s expedition 
the folio wmg year Charles Warren described it vividly in his diary of the 
time 

9th July It was decided to move camp one hour’s walk further up the 
glacier We set off at about 9 30 a m There was some monsoon cloud 
blowing up from the South, but at first 1 walked in my shirt sleeves 

I was a Utde way ahead of the others and Enc had just sat down on a stone 
to rest I saw a boot, one of Maurice’s, lying in the snow and a little ahead 
was a green mass which I took to be a tent left behind by the last expedition 
I shouted to Enc as I advanced — ‘Hello Here is a perfectly good pair of 
boots and a tent, it must be a dump’ Then approaching the green heap I got 
a bit of a shock' to see that it was the body of a man lying huddled in the 
snow At once the thought flashed through my mind - Wilson 1 I shouted 
back to Enc - ‘I say, it’s this fellow Wilson 1 ’ Quite soon the rest of the party 
came up to us Then we had to decide what to do 
The body was lying on its left side with the knees drawn up, in an 
attitude of flexion The first boot I had found some 10 yards down the slope 
from it, the second was lying near the man’s feet He was wearing a mauve 
pull-over and grey flannel trousers with woollen vest and pants underneath 
There was a stove near his left hand to which a guy-line to a tent was 
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attached The tom remains of a tent was pulled out of the snow some few 
feet down the slope from him We wondered whether to tell the porters but 
by this time they had come up to us and had seen what we had discovered 
For the most part, they took the matter very casually Before disturbing the 
body we searched in the snow for his note-book and other belongings 
Eventually a light weight rucksack was found along with a small Union Jack 
on which were signatures of his girl friends, and most important of all his 
diary - an extraordinary documentary revelation of monomania and deter- 
mination of purpose It ended several days before his death with a statement 
that he was off to the North Col for the second time 

From his position, I think he must have died in his sleep of exhaustion 
and exposure, in his tent, the tent having been blown away at a later date 
There are three curious facts about the tragedy (1) No sleeping bag was to 
be found (2) He was within 200 yards of the 1933 Everest expediuon's food 
dump, which he knew about because he had already made use of it (3) He 
was within hailing distance of Camp 3 where Tewang was supposed to have 
been waiting for him 

After some discussion it was decided to bury him in a crevasse The 
moraine was changing too rapidly for a surface burial there So we wrapped 
him in his tent and, after cutting away the lip of a suitable one, slid the body 
mto the depths, where it disappeared from sight We all raised our hats at 
the time and I think that everyone was rather upset at the business I 
thought I had grown immune to the sight of the dead, but somehow or 
other, in the circumstances, and because of the fact that he was, after all, 
doing much the same as ourselves, his tragedy seemed to have been brought 
a little too near home for us 

We built a cairn at the spot where his body had been found and that 
evening we read his diary to try to find out some of the circumstances of his 
death 13 

It is reasonable to assume that Maurice Wilson died of sheer exhaustion 
Only his indomitable faith had driven him on, but faith and courage were not 
enough to climb Everest skill was needed too, and this is what Wilson so 
conspicuously lacked When at last he realized this, as he must have done 
during those last few days, his spirit crumbled and inevitably he died 
The three Sherpas returned to Kakmpong late in July and gave the world us 
first news of Wilson’s death Wilson had asked them to wait ten days at Camp 
111 and then, if he hadn’t returned, go back by themselves Their stones were 
confusing they claimed to have waited a month, which is unlikely, and there 
is no explanauon why they didn’t go to the foot of the col, only a few hundred 
yards away, before they left for home Had they done so they would have 
discovered the body of their leader This confusion led to them being unjustly 
censured the scapegoats of the Wilson tragedy, on whom the authonues 
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vented their spleen The fact was surely that the three men were mortally 
afraid - after all, the loss of a sahib was a serious matter, and like children they 
lied to try and avoid all blame No blame was theirs although Tewang and 
Tsering were ill for most of the time after reaching Rongbuk, they and 
especially Rinzing had done their utmost to look after Wilson, even trying to 
protect him from his own wilful folly. No man was better served by his 
Sherpas than was Wilson 

Strangely enough, that was not quite the end of the Wilson story In 1960 a 
Chinese expedition discovered the body of a man ‘dressed in a faded green suit 
of En glis h cloth’ which they reburied It was probably the body of Wilson, it 
is not unusual for bodies to emerge from glaciers, sometimes after many years, 
and there are several recorded examples in the Alps Two years later the 
unauthorized Sayre expedition found an ‘old style tent’ at the foot of the North 
Col and wondered if it was Wilson’s, as indeed it could have been if the 
Chinese had removed it from the body before burial. 

There are some similarities between Maurice Wilson and the next man to 
make a clandestine attempt on Everest, Earl Denman Like Wilson, Denman 
was single-minded and determined in his project, though in his case he had no 
ulterior motive’ he had no new theory to expound to the world. If Denman 
had anything to prove it was only to himself* 

I grew up with an ambition and determination without which I would 
have been a good deal happier I thought a lot and developed the far-away 
look of a dreamer, for it was always the distant heights which fascinated me 
and drew me to them in sprnt I was not sure what could be accomplished 
by means of tenacity and little else, but the target was set high and each 
rebuff only saw me all the more determined to see at least one major dream 
through to its fulfilment. 14 

Here seems to be encapsulated the spirit of the man He was introspective, 

not a good mixer, and seemed to be conducting a continuous struggle against a 

pov.erful inferiority complex that stemmed from childhood Bom in Canada, 

Denman was brought to England at an early age His father was permanently 

ill and his mother had a difficult struggle to bring up the famil y — a depressmg 

background which no doubt turned the lad to dreaming and gave him a 

strange guilt complex about poverty Nobody likes being poor, but few feel 

guilty about it Denman did One senses that Denman’s attempts to turn his 

o>hood dreams into reality were external manifestations of a deeper inner 
struggle 

Everest did not at first enter his plans, if indeed he had any Though he later 
c nme a long interest in mountains it must have been the interest of a 
romantic, for there is no background of scrambling on British hills or Alpine 
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heights that one can ascertain - no evidence that he had any physical contact 
with mountains until he found himself m Africa during the war and paid a 
visit to the Ruwenzon mountains Even here he did no real climbing, but for 
some reason he thought of Mount Everest 
Why the thought came to him is not clear from his account He began by 
considering the Virunga mountains, which he south of the Ruwenzon on the 
Zaire-Rwanda border and nse to some 15,000 ft He conceived the ambition 
to climb all eight of these httle-known volcanic summits and, if he succeeded, 
to attempt Everest! Smce all but one peak of the Virunga mountains are little 
more than stiff walks, and even the odd one out - Mikeno - hardly difficult to 
an experienced climber, Denman’s reasoning is a little obscure 

Nevertheless, it was the plan he followed All he possessed was determina- 
tion and a bank balance of £650, which had to suffice for both his African 
Safari and his Everest attempt He told no one ofhis plans and his training was 
more unorthodox than any climber’s before or smce 

Mine was a hard way to leam because it was a lonely one But always at 
the back of my mind was the fear that I should be talked out of it if I told my 
plans to anyone else There are always so many people ready to offer 
discouragement, and so few to see that failure, though painful, is better than 
frustrated longing 

My methods, I know, were in nearly all respects crude, but I saw no 
strangeness in them because they came naturally to me During my early 
days on mountains the opportunity of climbing with more experienced men 
never came my way, and so I made my own trips with none but native 
Africans as guides and porters, and these I came to look upon also as friends 
and companions Because I was unable at first to provide myself with 
cbnkercd boots, I dispensed with footwear altogether and climbed barefoot 
Eventually I became so accustomed and hardened to walking and climbing 
in this simple manner that I found an added joy m it, and before long I 
could proceed happily beyond the snow line on any African mountain and 
over pracucally all lands of ground without harm To travel light became so 
much of a habit with me that any really non-essential article of equipment I 
looked upon as an encumbrance 15 

Between April and June 1946, he completed the first part of his plan, the 
ascent of all the Virunga peaks - the first man to do so, but more because of 
their relative inaccessibility (not to say obscurity) than because of any inherent 
dilficulues On his return trip to Rhodesia he stopped off to climb Kilimanjaro 
(19,340 ft), the highest mountain in Africa, but technically no more difficult 
than the Virunga Thus prepared, Denman was ready for Everest. 

He made his way to India and on 13 March reached Darjeeling, where he 
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put up in frugal lodgings The next day he met Karma Paul, the general 
factotum who had been on so many Everest expeditions, and through him the 
two Sherpas, Tenzing Norgay and Ang Dawa 

Tenzing later recalled the interview in his autobiography. 

Right from the be ginnin g it was like nothing I had experienced before. 
Denman was alone He had very little money and poor equipment He did 
not even have permission to enter Tibet But he was as determined as any 
man I have ever met 16 

Karma Paul washed his hands of the whole affair — he wanted nothing to do 
with illegal entry mto Tibet — but the two Sherpas decided to accept Denman s 
offer. It was a crazy idea, as Tenzing later admitted, but the lure of Everest 
was too strong’ 

What there was to think about I do not know, because nothing made 
sense about it First, we would probably not even get mto Tibet Second, if 
we did get m we would probably be caught, and, as his guides, we, as well as 
Denman, would be in serious trouble Third, I did not for a moment believe 
that, even if we reached the mountain, a party such as this would be able to 
climb it Fourth, the attempt would be highly dangerous Fifth, Denman 
had the money neither to pay us well nor to guarantee a decent sum to our 
dependents m case something happened to us And so on and so on Any 
man m his right mind would have said no. But I couldn’t say no For m my 
heart I needed to go, and the pull of Everest was stronger for me than any 
force on earth Ang Dawa and I talked for a few minutes, and then we made 
our decision. ‘Well,’ I told Denman, ‘we will try.’ 17 

On 22 March they left Darjeeling and travelled via Lachen to Tibet. Once 
over the Kongra La they took a westerly course which was well away from the 
usual trade route m order to avoid detection as much as possible It was a 
hand-to-mouth, day-to-day son of existence, and not at all like the well- 
planned expeditions which the Sherpas usually associated with an attempt on 
Everest ‘Almost every day something went wrong,’ Tenzmg later wrote But 
the Sherpas well knew what they were about and did their best to see Denman 
through In fact, they gamed quite a liking for the bearded Canadian, he was 
strong, resolute and daring 

When plans had first been mooted in Darjeeling, the fate of Maurice Wilson 
ad crossed the minds of both Karma Paul and Tenzmg (Denman had never 
card of him), but the Canadian was far from bemg a second Maurice Wilson 
e vas an engineer with a strong sense of practicalities, and at no time did he 

contemplate trying to climb Everest alone the two Sherpas were to accom- 
pany him to the top 18 

Because they tratelled light, they travelled quickly, which was just as well, 
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for the Tibetan plateau m early spnng is not a place to loiter They were 
stopped only once, by a party of six horsemen who told them they must not 
proceed beyond the next village Fortunately no attempt was made to arrest 
them, so by taking a more circuitous route and making a long marcli next day 
they avoided further trouble They reached Rongbuk monastery on 8 April 
At Rongbuk Denman discovered that the old head Lama who had 
befriended all the pre-war Everest expeditions was dead and his place taken by 
his reincarnation, a seven-year-old boy The monastery was to be Denman’s 
base - he had no resources for a proper base camp - and from it he and the two 
Sherpas set out on 10 April to follow the tradiuonal route up the East 
Rongbuk Glacier to the North Col 

It took them only four days, for they earned their tents with them and had 
no chain of permanent camps to establish The going was rough, but it was the 
bitter cold of the Rongbuk nights which most affected Denman The first 
night he spent alone m the smaller of his two tents, feeling the cold eat into his 
marrow On the next night he moved into the larger tent with the Sherpas, but 
sull the cold numbed him all night, preventing sleep Even for the next two 
nights, when he shared Tenzing’s sleeping bag, it was too cold for proper 
sleep 

In fact Denman was experiencing real high-altitude climbing condiuons for 
the first time, for though he had thought of the Virungas m that sense they are 
no higher than an average Alpine or Rocky Mountain peak He does not seem 
to have been prone to alutude sickness and he was physically very fit, but the 
gnawing cold and the typical high-alutude disinclination to eat hit him like a 
pole-axe Any romanuc ideas he may have had dropped away like magic and 
he realized for the first time the scale of his undertaking and the total 
inadequacy of his equipment and resources 
They had a bitter struggle to set up the tent at the foot of the North Col in 
the face of a gale-force wmd which threatened to tear the tent out of their grip 
Even when it was up and they were huddled inside they lay awake all night 
listening to the wmd and fearing for the safety of then fragile shelter Had the 
tent been tom to shreds by the wmd, their chance of survival would have been 
minimal 

On the following morning, the wmd having abated, the three men set out on 
an aboruve attempt to reach the North Col, which seemed unusually free of 
snow that year Before they had gone far, however, the wmd came howlmg 
back, threatening to hurl them off the slopes and cutung like an icy knife 
through then inadequate clothing ‘Even Denman knew we were beaten,’ 
wrote Tenzing l5> 

And so they retreated, back to the Rongbuk monastery, back across the 
plateau, back to Darieehng, where they armed on 28 April Incrediblj, the 
whole trip had taken just five weeks 
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Denman was nothing if not persistent He was back in Darjeeling the 
following year, this time much better equipped (through sponsorship) but still 
without the vital permission to enter Tibet Unfortunately for him too much 
had leaked out about his previous attempt, and neither Tenzing nor any other 
Sherpa was w illin g to risk another clandestine journey He returned home to 
Rhodesia dismayed, wrote a book about his adventures, and was planning to 
attempt the moun tain through Nepal in 1953 when the news came through of 
the British success He turned his back on the mountains for ever 


In 1951 another adventurer turned up m Darjeeling, ready to make an 
attempt on Everest. Klavs Becker-Larsen was a young English-speaking 
Dane, big, blonde and handsome He had no climbing experience before or 
after his Everest adventure but, like Wilson and Denman, he had plenty of 
guts 

By 1951 the Chinese had occupied Tibet, but Nepal was slowly opening her 
frontiers Larsen had no official permission to visit either country, but he 
calculated that his chances of survival, should he be caught, were better in 
Nepal and so he determined to attempt Everest from the south This was only 
a few months after the Houston-Tilman journey to the Khumbu, the first 
party ever to approach Everest from the south, and before the official British 
reconnaissance due in the post-monsoon period of 1951 Larsen was therefore 
not only attempting the highest mountain in the world, but approaching by a 
route which was at the time virtually unknown 

Not that Larsen had any intention of making a new route on the mountain 
itself His aim was simply to get to Rongbuk as secretly as possible and climb 
the established North Col route 


In Darjeeling, with the help of Karma Paul, he managed to secure the 


services of four Sherpas by promising them high wages and together they set 
off on 14 March At Sandakp’u they engaged three more Sherpas in order to 
lighten the loads and speed up the marches 
Without an adequate map, Larsen left the route-finding to the Sherpas, who 
knew the journey well because it was the traditional way to their homeland in 
the Sola Khumbu They passed through country which was reputed to hold 
brigands and they had to be constantly on their guard To avoid arousing 
suspicion they by-passed all the important villages, but if ever he was 


questioned too closely by curious natives Larsen told them he was conducting 
a water survey The worst moment came at Tamur, where Larsen met a pohee 
o ficcr who spoke perfect Enghsh, but the young Dane succeeded in passing 

imself off as a journalist and even managed to extract an official pass from the 
policeman. 


The Party crossed the Arun valley near Dingla and after traversing the 
mountainous country' between that river and the Dudh Kosi, ended up at 
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Namchc Bazar, the chief Shcrpa village, on 4 Apnl Three days were spent 
here, allowing the Sherpas to visit their families (possibly for the first time m 
years) Larsen climbed an adjacent hill to get his first, somewhat distant, view 
of Everest 

At Namche, Larsen learned that there was a glacial pass called the Lho La 
which led from the Khumbu valley to the Rongbuk valley The Sherpas were 
quite certain it was a feasible route because they knew of a lama who had once 
crossed it when returning to Rongbuk monastery It was undoubtedly the 
shortest way into Tibet 

Trusting his informants, Larsen, his party now enlarged to twelve Sherpas 
to carry the food he had bought in the village, trekked up the Khumbu valley 
and onto the long, dcbns-covcrcd waste of the Khumbu Glacier Only Tilman 
and Houston had previously been so far 
Ahead of him, the Dane could see the spectacular fronuer ndge dividing 
Nepal from Tibet, a tremendous cirque of high peaks, fluted with ice He 
could also sec the Lho La, the pass he was supposed to cross, and his heart 
must have sunk On the Nepalese side, the Lho La is a cataclysmic tumble of 
steep ice and rock 20 

An experienced mountaineer would have dismissed the pass out of hand as 
too difficult to cross, particularly with loaded porters, but Larsen determined 
to give it a try For one thing, it seemed only an hour away and there would be 
nothing lost by having a closer look Five hours later, still not having reached 
the pass, they camped for the night 

Next day, with three of his best Sherpas, Larsen began his attempt on the 
Lho La They started to climb on the left, or western edge, and then sloped 
over to the nght The porters, badly shod and without ice axes, must have 
found it a nightmare Falling stones and lumps of ice went whistling past at 
frequent intervals and it became obvious that sooner or later someone was 
going to get killed At half height Larsen decided to retreat, and by the grace 
of God they all made it safely back to the glacier ‘My first experience with ice 
and ice axe,’ he wrote later 21 

Perhaps the irony of the situation was that while he was making his 
hair-raising attempt on the pass Larsen must have looked out over the great 
Khumbu Icefall, which was on his imm ediate nght and which was later to 
prove the real key to Everest But he could not have foreseen that The Icefall 
looks even more difficult than the Lho La, and in any case seems to go in the 
wrong direction for an ascent on Everest As far as Larsen was aware (or 
anyone else at the time) the only feasible way up Everest was via the North 
Col, which was on the opposite side of the mountain 
Beaten by the Lho La, Larsen returned to Namche and rested for a day in 
the adjacent village of Khumjung, where he managed to purchase a rope left 
behind by the recent Tilman-Houston team 
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Still determined to reach Tibet, the young Dane then set off up the Nangpo 
Tsangpo valley for the Khumbu La (Nangpa La.), an easy glacial pass lying to 
the west of the great peak of Cho Oyu, and the traditional trading route 
between Namche Bazar and Tibet (see Map 5, p 256) At Marulung they met 
a group of traders who had been forced back by a heavy snowstorm on the 
pass, but ignoring this Larsen pushed on up the valley and camped for the 
mght at Lunag, which proved to be nothing more than a miserable stone hut 
Next day, as they moved over the Nangpa Glacier towards the pass Larsen 
realized that the merchants had been wise men — the glacier was covered in 
deep soft snow which made progress slow and fatiguing For the Sherpas, who 
had spent a miserably cold mght, these conditions were too much They went 
on strike, and Larsen was forced to retreat down the valley to the village of 
Thame, where he spent five days recuperating while waning for conditions on 
the pass to improve 

On 30 April, despite a snow squall, Larsen and his . porters crossed the 
Khumbu La mto Tibet That evening they bivouacked in a hut on the right 
bank of the Kyetrak Glacier and next day reached the important trading post 
of Kyetrak, where, fortunately for Larsen, the Communist officials were 
absent From Kyetrak he turned east, crossmg the Lanina La to Chobuk at 
the end of the Rongbuk valley He arrived at Rongbuk monastery on 3 May 
Though he did not realize it at the time, this journey of Larsen’s was unique 
Though the Khumbu La had been reached by members of the 1921 
expedition from the Tibetan side, pohucal considerations had prevented them 
from crossmg mto Nepal Sherpa traders and porters used the route regularly 
of course (and stall do, despite the regime in Tibet), but Larsen is the first 
Westerner known to have crossed the pass He is also the only Westerner to 
have visited both the south and north sides of Everest m the same season Not 
bad gomg for an inexperienced explorer' 22 

At Rongbuk monastery Larsen seems to have got on well with the Head 
Lama (the boy that Denman had met), though he couldn’t persuade him to 
part with equipment left behind by the pre-war expeditions The Lama 
explained that he was only a trustee of the equipment it had actually been 
given to his predecessor, the old Head Lama, and was therefore not his to 
dispose of So much for the practical aspects of reincarnation 1 However, 
Larsen finally managed to acquire a tent and five bags of yak dung for fuel 
Ignoring ominous soothsaymgs from the monastery that he would not reach 
the summit, Larsen set off for the East Rongbuk Glacier and reached the site 
o the old Camp Ilim three days Here he paid off five Sherpas and spent a 
acclimatizing and recuperating His plan of attack was simple with two of 
t c est Sherpas he intended to climb the col and then push on up the ndge to 

mp V I From there he was to make a solo summit dash One can’t help but 
admire his jang froid 
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On 9 May he set off up the slopes with two Sherpas The going was good, 
but as they reached a point about three quarters of the way up a strong wind 
arose and the Sherpas wanted to descend Larsen argued that they should go a 
little higher and pitch the tent, but at that moment a large piece of rock broke 
off from Changtse and went bouncing down the slopes on which they were 
standing, too close for comfort This was too much for the Sherpas’ nerves, 
ignoring Larsen’s pleas, they began to descend 
There was nothing the Dane could do but follow them, furiously shouting 
dire threats of punishment So angry was he that he missed his fooung and 
found himself shooting down the slopes, but he used his ice axe to break his 
fall and continued down without more ado 23 

Despite this little contretemps, Larsen was optimisuc about making 
another attempt next day, but no inducements he could offer would persuade 
the Sherpas to go Larsen’s uninhibited methods of attack on steep ice slopes 
were not at all to their liking - they wanted fixed ropes such as Rutdedge had 
used m 1936 

Without the support of his Sherpas Larsen was forced to return to the 
Rongbuk monastery, where he learned the unwelcome news that a Chinese 
officer and two soldiers were out looking for him The Lama had put them off 
the scent for the time being but obviously it would only be a matter of time 
before the Dane was caught and imprisoned 
And so, five days later, by a senes of long marches, Larsen was back in 
Namche There he sold his surplus gear and trekked back to Darjeeling, 
which he reached on 28 May 

Throughout his journey, with the excepuon of the blizzard on the Khumbu 
La, Larsen enjoyed good weather - the sort of weather so conspicuously 
absent in 1936 and 1938 His achievements were much more than those of 
Wilson or Denman, who, for whatever motives, achieved nothing more than 
personal adventures The pity is that Larsen kept no detailed diary of his 
unique adventure It was only when returning home on the long and boring sea 
voyage that he saw fit to expand the simple notes he had jotted down at the time 
One unusual theme recurs in Larsen’s story - his inability to come to terms 
with his Sherpas Sherpas are usually the most helpful and happy-go-lucky of 
peoples, but for some reason there seems to have built up a mutual distrust 
between the Dane and his porters Perhaps he pushed them too hard - not an 
easy thing to do where Sherpas are concerned, because they are incredibly 
tough, but Larsen was extremely strong and not averse to long, hard marches 
Perhaps the Sherpas mistook his energetic enthusiasm for fanaticism and saw 
him as another Maurice Wilson Whatever the reason, Larsen was certainly 
disenchanted with them He wrote shortly after his return 

I have still to meet one of those Sherpas that were so highly praised by 
other expeditions Mine were a shabby lot I believe the explanauon to be 
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that the colossal expeditions of the thirties offered them luxurious condi- 
tions When confronted by real hardships and dangers they have their tails 
down like the majority of primitive people with whom the conception of 
honour has not yet arisen. 24 

Wilson, Denman and Larsen had one obvious thing in common — they each 
mtended to make a solo attempt on the mountain, albeit with Shcrpa 
assistance m the early stages But they had something deeper in common too: 
a depth of willpower that went far beyond what we normally regard as 
self-confidence Wilson couldn’t recognize its source - he needed the mystical 
faith of a quasi-religion, and when that failed him he died The others u T cre 
made of sterner stuff, recognizing that the springs came from within 
themselves Of his own attempt, Larsen writes: 

I wanted to prove myself to myself and others by doing something which 
would take everything I had to give I also wanted adventure 

I was brought up to believe that I could do anything I believed I could do 
— that my own reason w r as the best judge as to what I could cope with and 
what not With this sort of code it is not quite as difficult for one’s dreams to 
materialize 2S 

In 1953 an attempt on Everest was planned by members of the Creagh Dhu 
Club, a group of tough, largely working-class climbers from Clydeside in 
Scotland The club’s reputation for hard climbing - and fighting - was 
considerable, and they included in their ranks the redoubtable Hamish 
Maclnnes, one of the finest climbers in Britain at that time, and well known 
for his unorthodox approach to problems 
The Everest attempt was Maclnnes’s idea Since the club had no money, his 
plan was to use the food and supplies left by the Swiss on the mountain in 
1952, as a good Scot he couldn’t see the sense in wasting it Using these 
supplies he and his companions mtended to make a light-weight attack on the 
South East Ridge 

The fact that the official British expedition was also under way at the same 

time meant nothing to the Scottish lads Chris Lyon, unofficial club historian, 
said 


We mtended to land at Colonel Hunt’s own attack on Everest, knock on 
the tent door, touch the skip o’ the bunnet and say ‘Hillo Mr Hunt, son —are 
ye startin’ any good climbs the day?’ 26 

No doubt tongue-in-cheek stuff - but it indicates pretty accurately what the 
post-war breed of hard young climbers thought about the Establishment, who 
had a monopoly on Everest 

Maclnnes and John Cunningham (another fine climber from the same club) 
were oth in New Zealand at the time and so it was decided to launch the 
254 



The Outsiders 


expedition from there The other team members, who were still in Scotland, 
could see no sense m wasting money, so they applied for government-assisted 
£10 immigrant passages to the Antipodes Unfortunately, by the time these 
came through, Cunningham and Machines were already trekking through 
Nepal 

So the Creagh Dhu Himalayan expedition became a two-man attempt on 
Everest Without visas (a constant theme among small expeditions and almost, 
it seems, de ngueur ) they needed to travel circumspectly Both men earned 
enormous loads - said to be 140 lb - though what that weight consisted of is 
hard to imagine, since their equipment was so minimal that a Sherpa who 
helped them as far as Namche Bazar made them a parting gift of a knife, fork 
and mug - he felt so sorry at seeing them eating with pitons and tent pegs! 

It was, of course, all in vain John Hunt’s party climbed the mountain first, 
but the two Scots, having come so far, were reluctant to return home empty 
handed and so switched their plans to make a spurted assault on Pumon, 
which failed at about 22,000 ft 

Cunningham never returned to Everest, but Maclnnes was to play a part in 
later events 

In the spring of 1962 a small American expediuon trekked up the Dudh 
Kosi, en route for Namche Bazar and an unclimbed mountain called 
Gyachung Kang which stood on the borders of Tibet (sec Map 5, p 256) 
They were well equipped and their gear and prepacked food was transported 
by Sherpas under the proper control of a sirdar Accompanying them was an 
Army liaison officer supplied by the Nepalese Government Altogether it was 
the very model of a small, light-weight Himalayan expediuon 
At 7,922 m (25,991 ft) Gyachung Kang is one of the Himalayan giants, and 
an impartial observer might have said that the Americans were, if anything, 
over-ambiuous m then plans, especially since they had little mountaineering 
experience In fact, they were more ambiuous than anyone suspected, for 
their real and secret aim was to climb Mount Everest 
The leader was a bespectacled forty-three-year-old assistant Professor of 
Philosophy from Tufts University, near Boston, Mass , called Woodrow 
Wilson Sayre His origins were blue-chip Boston society - his father had been 
an Ambassador at the United Nauons and his mother was the daughter of 
President Woodrow Wilson His educauon was likewise top drawer - St 
Alban’s School, Williams College (Phi Beta Kappa, of course) and Harvard, 
where he gamed his Master’s and Doctorate He was academic, mild- 
mannered, fussy even to the point of wondering whether the local Sherpa 
beer, chang, would upset his consutuuon But beneath this prissy exterior was 
an iron will and a frame as tough as old boots 
Accompanying Sayre on the expediuon was Norman C Hansen, aged 
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thirty-six, a Boston lawyer and long-standing friend, Roger Alan Hart, aged 
twenty-one, a final-year geology student from Tufts University, and Hans- 
Peter Duttle, a twenty-four-year-old Swiss school teacher whom they had first 
met by chance in Zermatt while on their way to India 
Sayre had caught the Everest bug while soil at college in pre-war days He 
had read all the books and was full of admiration for the men who had got 
within 900 ft of the summit without oxygen 

But part of my dream was to do better So I studied the literature I 
thought I saw where mistakes had been made that c^iuld be corrected I 
thought I saw new approaches that would make it possible to surmount the 
obstacles I made my general plan and was impatient to test it But I knew it 
would be a few years yet before I would have the time and the finances to do 
so So I sat back and waited 17 

A few years later he met Hansen and infused him with the idea of climbing 
Everest too Even when the British succeeded m climbing the mountain in 
1953 Sayre’s dream was not shattered, for his beloved North Ridge was still 
inviolate, and in any case the British had mounted a large expedition which 
had used oxygen - both anathema to the philosophy professor Sayre was a 
believer m the Shipton-Tilman theory that small is beautiful, and he would 
undoubtedly have supported Tilman m his belief that to use oxygen was 
cheating 

The one great advantage which inexperience confers on the would be 
mountaineer is that he is not bogged down by tradiuon or precedence To 
him, all things appear simple, and he chooses straightforward solutions to the 
problems he faces Often, of course, it defeats the success he is seeking, and 
sometimes it has tragic results, but the man himself doesn’t know this when he 
sets out on his adventure Maurice Wilson, Earl Denman, Klavs Becker- 
Larsen - none of them knew much about mountain climbing or they would 
not have set out on their hopeless quests, yet, untrammelled by techniques, 
determination earned them a long way 

Sayre’s case was a little different He had far more resources than his 
predecessors and much more time in which to plan his assault His was a 
long-term dream Nevertheless, he had this in common - that when he first 
conceived his plan of attack he was uninhibited by previous experience He 
applied a logician’s mind to all he had read about Everest and came up with a 
logician’s answer And before attempting Everest he tested his theory on other 
high mountains - Mt Whitney (14,495 ft) in California and Mt McKinley 
(20,320 ft) m Alaska - and was successful There seemed no logical reason w hy 
it shouldn’t work on Everest It was certainly original 

From his reading Sayre reckoned that though there were technical climbing 
problems on the North Ridge, or North Face, they were probably not so great 
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that they could not be overcome by a little preliminary practice Several of the 
men who had gone highest on Everest in the pre-war expeditions - Norton, for 
example - were not technical mountaineers. There were, however, two major 
problems — the effects of high altitude, and the sheer logistics of reaching and 
climbing the mountain. There was the weather too, of course, but that was a 
matter of chance. The altitude and logistics were something that a man could 
solve, given strength and the right spirit of commitment 

Sayre evolved a simple plan which he believed would take care of both 
problems It did away with the traditional system of fixed camps involving 
porters ferrying loads up stage by stage and the climbers advancing in almost 
military fashion from redoubt to redoubt Instead, Sayre substituted a system 
of rigorous self-sufficiency m which there would be only one camp, wherever 
the climbers happened to be at the time Little by little the camp would be 
advanced if the going was tough, the advance might only be a couple of 
hundred yards, if the going was easy, it might advance a mile or more. 

Everything went forward stage by stage, humped upon the backs of the 
climbers Naturally, this could not be done in one journey — the loads would 
be too heavy for that — but it could be done m relays The establishing of a 
camp would mvolve two or possibly three journeys up and down from the 
previous site 

At high altitudes the thought of going up and down over a gruelling course 
twice or three times m one day is enough to make most climbers blanch, but it 
doesn’t seem to have deterred Sayre or his companions The valuable 
physiological effect is that one gams altitude slowly and becomes acclimatized 
steadily 

The plan worked when Sayre and Hansen tried it on Mt Whitney m 1950, 
and though Mt Whitney is an easy peak technically, they did it m arduous 
conditions of deep snow involving a sixty-mile trek It worked agam four years 
later when the two men made a twenty-three-day ascent of McKinley - and 
McKinley, the highest mountain m North America, rises 17,000 ft above the 
plains at its feet Everest rises only 13,000ft above Rongbuk. 

Sayre and Hansen had done some rock climbing with the Appalachian 
Mountain Club, and their successful ascent of McKinley convmced Sayre that 
they were now ready for Everest 28 Yet he waited eight years before making 
his attempt Then, m 1961, he suddenly seemed to have realized that time was 
not an inexhaustible commodity ‘You know, Norm,’ he said to Hansen, 
we re getting old It’s this year or never ’ 29 A few months later they were 
trekkmg up the Khumbu valley 

The inexplicable part of the Sayre story is that a man of relative affluence, if 
not exactly wealthy, should build up a dream over decades and then try to 
r e it after only the scantiest of preparations Everything could have been 
metic ously prepared during the previous years, but it wasn’t Even the two 
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younger members of the team were last-minute choices Hart was a member of 
Tufts University Mountain Climbing Club, a cross-country runner who had 
been twice to Antarctica, and was worth taking a chance on, but Duttle, 
picked up so casually in Zermatt, was a totally unknown quantity 
Sayre’s plans for the expedmon were bold and daring Realizing that there 
was no hope of receiving official permission from the Chinese for entry into 
Tibet, he resolved, as Larsen had done eleven years earlier, to enter that 
country illegally from Nepal 

Times had changed since Larsen had crossed the Khumbu La The 
authorities in Nepal had a much better idea of what visitors were up to, and 
there was no chance of the Americans using the ancient trade route to 
Rongbuk Even had the Nepalese allowed it, the Chinese border guards would 
have turned them back 

But about half way along the frontier ridge between Everest and the 
Khumbu La there is another pass, the Nup La (5,985 m ), which lies at the 
head of the long West Rongbuk Glacier on the Tibetan side and overlooks the 
tremendous icefall of the Ngozumpa Glacier on the Nepalese side (see Map 5, 
p 256) It was this dangerous icefall which prevented the Nup La from being 
used as a proper pass between the Khumbu region and Rongbuk Otherwise it 
would be a fairly direct route between the two, since there are no problems on 
the Tibetan side The icefall - two huge steps (almost 3,000 ft high) - had been 
climbed by Edmund Hillary and George Lowe in 1952, and they had been 
impressed by its difficulues The New Zealanders had then made a quick trip 
down the West Rongbuk Glacier, across the main Rongbuk Glacier, and up 
the East Rongbuk Glacier to near the site of the old Everest Camp 1 1 Fearing 
that the onset of the monsoon might cut off their retreat, Hillary and Lowe 
had then returned to Nepal over the Nup La It was this route that Sayre 
intended to follow 

Naturally enough, Sayre could not make the Nup La his official objective - 
that would have been suspicious to say the least - but only a short distance 
from the pass, and in the same general direction, lay Gyachung Kang To 
climb Gyachung Kang it would be necessary to climb Nup La icefall This 
gave Sayre the opening he was looking for 

His plan was to establish a Base Camp below the icefall, leave the liaison 
officer and Shcrpas there, then set off up the icefall, ostensibly to climb 
Gyachung Kang Once out of sight of Base Camp, howcicr, the plan was to 
cross the Nup La and make for Everest 

Sayre’s approach to the mountain involved a trek of twenty-file miles and 
he intended to backpack every yard of it, there and back It was all at high 
alutude, of course, and was reputedly patrolled by Chinese border guards He 
allowed himself a month to do it in 

Base Camp was established on 24 April and no time was lost finding a way 
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through the tottering seracs of the huge icefall, which is, if anything, bigger 
than the one guarding the Western Cwm Stonefall was frequent — the deadly 
hum of an unaimed missile as it hurtled down through hundreds of feet of 
space was a constant background noise 

Sayre’s original intention had been to dismiss his Sherpas once Base Camp 
was reached, but he quickly found out how useful they were m the icefall 
Though only three in number, they saved the party valuable time and with 
their help Camp II was established above the icefall in fourteen days 30 His 
original estimate for the task, however, was ten days, and he had already lost 
time during the march-in, so that the expedition was already behind schedule 
Confidently, Sayre sent the Sherpas down to Namche, telling them to 
return to Base Camp m a month’s time The four men then set about their 
long haul to Everest 

Camp II, at just over 19,000ft, was below the Nup La Everest lay 
twenty-five miles to the east, beyond the three great Rongbuk Glaciers 31 
Sayre’s intention was to leave from the Nup La with 120 lb of gear and food 
per man, divided into three loads of 40 lb , which would need three trips per 
man per day At each camp a cache of food was left for the return journey and 
in addition they were eating about 2 lb of food per man per day, so that as the 
trip continued the loads would become fighter and eventually the relentless 
shuttle might be reduced to two times per day Working on these figures, and 
the distance involved, Sayre estimated that it would take ten days to reach 
Everest, eight days to try to climb it, and five days to return (loads would be 
much fighter on their return) This gave a total of twenty-three days, leaving 
seven spare for emergencies from the month he had allocated 

A little arithmetic shows that this was a pretty tough schedule Leavmg out 
the climbing of the mountain, which depended on all sorts of imponderables, 
the approach march of twenty-five miles in ten days meant an advance of an 
average two and a half miles per day, and since every advance required three 
trips, each man would be walking twelve and a half miles per day (seven and a 
half miles of descent and five miles of ascent) all at altitudes of 17,000— 
21,000 ft Not impossible, but extremely hard The average trekking day in 
Nepal, usually at much lower altitude, is five to eight miles 

It was inevitably a gruelling journey Hansen was suffering from altitude 
sickness and Duttle had less stamina than the others, but fortunately young 
Hart proved a hardy specimen, as did Sayre himself Nevertheless, they could 
not possibly keep to their schedule It took them nineteen days to the site of 
e old Camp 1 1 1 at the foot of the North Col That they made it at all is a 
U * t0 t ^ ieir S 1115 and determination They were dehghied to find that food 
a n left behind by the Chinese expediuon of 1960, and they feasted on 
crab meat and corned beef 32 

Thcj arrived at the site of Camp III on 28 May Two days earlier Sayre had 
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noticed a change in the weather the snow which fell was wetter and m bigger 
flakes than the fine dry powder snow they had become accustomed to, and 
dark brooding cloud masses had replaced the fluffy white clouds of the 
Himalayan spring He feared that the monsoon was about to break Not only 
would this prevent them from attempting Everest, it might also cut off their 
long retreat and leave them prisoners of the Communists This could be 
personally unpleasant, to say the least, but it would also provoke an 
international incident involving the United States, China and Nepal and 
icopardizc the large American expedition which was scheduled to attempt 
Everest in the following year 

These thoughts crossed Sayre’s mind but did not deflect him from his 
purpose By superhuman efforts he and his party had reached the foot of the 
North Col, and until they were physically beaten by the storm, Communists 
or sheer exhausuon, nothing was going to stop him attempting Mount 
Everest 

Sayre’s plan of attack was, like all his plans, simple All four men were to 
climb to the North Col m a day, carrying loads of 20 lb each Dumping the 
loads, they were to return to Camp III, 35 where they would split mto two 
pairs Then, as soon as the weather was good enough, the first pair would go 
up to the col and set off up the North Ridge, carrying them tent and 
provisions The second pair would follow in support, one day later To reach 
the summit would require a minimum of six days, but Sayre mentally allowed 
for eight or nine 

On the 29th the attack on the col began but almost immediately went 
wrong Duttle felt so weak that he dumped his load at the foot of the slopes, 
and Hansen was stopped by a big crevasse which cut across the upper part - 
the same crevasse as Smythe had encountered in 1933 and whose upper edge 
rose a sheer thirty or forty feet above the lower Sayre managed to overcome it 
by some desperate climbing m soft, unstable snow, then bring up Hart 
Between them they hauled up Hansen’s pack and cached it above the crevasse 
By mid afternoon Sayre and Han reached a ledge some 3 00 ft below the crest , 
of the col, where they dumped their loads and returned to Camp III It had 
been another hard day’s work 

Next morning they all felt understandably lethargic and were so late in 
starting that they were forced to spend the night camped in the crevasse on the 
face Fixed ropes had been left here by Sayre, so that there was no problem in 
overcoming the crevasse next day They found Hansen’s abandoned load, 
which Sayre and Hart, as the two strongest, divided between themselves By 
lunch-time they had reached their previous high point - the ledge 300 ft below 
the col — where they had cached two more loads As it was impossible to carry 
these up as well, they were left for later collecuon A little while later they 
emerged over a run of snow and stood on the North Col — the first Western 
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climbers to do so for almost a quarter of a century Sayre felt a justifiable flush 
of pride 

At that moment I felt a glow of satisfaction Our plans had worked out 
unbelievably well We had gotten along without oxygen We had gotten 
along without Sherpas We had gotten along without a suing of fixed camps 
to support us Moreover, we had negotiated the ‘impossible’ distance from 
Base Camp to our present perch In the process we had trained ourselves to 
handle respectable technical difficulties of many kinds And we had 
conditioned ourselves to hard, lean effecuveness. Certainly the loads that 
Roger and I had just earned up to 23,000 feet without undue fatigue bore 
witness to this Most of all, m a few more minutes we would all be here on 
the col together, safe and sound, healthy, eager, and ready to go on On 
hand, we would have five full days of food and fuel for the final push This 
was more than I had really dared to expect But now that it was all 
accomplished, the miracle of the summit was a genume possibility. 34 

It was an incredible achievement, but it had been won at a pnee The 
onginal plan had slipped into oblivion Now there were four men on the 
North Col together, two of whom were strong and two who were not It would 
have been better had they followed Duttle’s suggestion that he should remain 
at Camp III - possibly with Hansen As it was, two men had to do most of the 
work for four - the other two were really just an encumbrance it is doubtful 
whether they could ever have played an active support role higher up the 
mountain 

Though the day was well advanced Sayre and Hart descended 300 ft to the 
ledge where the rest of the loads lay cached They started back up, roped 
together, in a gathering gloaming which soon turned to inky night Neither 
man felt worried by the darkness they knew the route, which wasn’t too 
difficult, and both were brimming with strength and self-confidence after them 
great success 

It was, as any climber would readily recognize, the classic situation for an 
accident The hard work done - success achieved - mental relaxation - easy 
ground - unrecognized fatigue the rope ran slack between them, untended 
on such easy terrain 

Suddenly, Han was gone 

A sudden shp, a body tobogganing down the slope with fearful accelera- 
tion - 1 w ould be next I grabbed for my ice axe, which was standing upright 
m the snow I tried to sink it m deeply so that it would hold the strain when 
it came But right here the snow was thick over hard ice The axe only 
penetrated a couple of inches - not nearly enough to hold a man after 100 ft 
ot unchecked fall For with all that slack between us, Roger had to fall the 
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full length of the rope before I could even begin to stop him Desperately I 
tried another spot No luck Now there was no more time I hunched down 
against the axe to hold against the coming impact as well as I could, but I 
knew it was hopeless, then the rope seized me, jerked me over backward, 
and instantly I, too, was tobogganing down the slope 35 

They slid down about 1 50 ft of snow slope Then, sickemngly, came a sheer 
drop over which both men plunged - to land in soft snow, thirty or forty feet 
below, where they came to a halt almost side by side It had been a lucky 
escape, though their situauon was sull perilous 
There was no way they could move on the darkened mountain They could 
not climb the ice wall they had just dropped over, and below them lay 
unknown dangers not to be tried in the dark They had no sleeping bags, no 
stove, no food All they had in their loads was a tent, and though there was no 
place to pitch it they wrapped themselves up in it as best they could 
Together, they spent a bitterly cold night Sayre’s left arm hurt and Hart 
was occasionally sick and even at times delirious 
But they survived, and moreover without frostbite or exposure, despite the 
alntude of 22,700 ft Next day, they made then way groggily back to the 
North Col They weren’t beaten yet ‘I wasn’t gomg to give up on Everest 
because of one knockdown,’ wrote Sayre. 36 

Brave words - but at the time Sayre did not realize how much the strength 
of his little band was depicted The backbreaking approach march, the high 
alutude, the various minor injuries and the continuous nervous strain - all 
these factors were sapping the strength of the party 
On the next day Sayre and Hansen started out up the North Ridge, Duule 
accompanying them part of the way to help with the carry Hart s was sull 
feeling the effects of his fall and remained at the col To Sayre’s chagrin they 
climbed only 600 ft where he had hoped to climb 2,000 ft On the following 
day they did another miserable 600 ft and that night, as they campicd, they 
realized they were beaten At their current rate of progress, even if they could 
maintain it, it would require another eight or nine days to reach the summit 
They didn’t have enough food for that - nor enough stamina 
The next day, therefore, Sayre went up the ndge alone to see whether he 
could reach the Yellow Band and to take a colour an£ film of the mountain - 
something no Westerner had ever done on the northern side But the Yellow 
Band proved too far away, at his best estimate he made 25,500 ft, which was 
still 1,500 ft below his target 

It was a tired American who turned to descend, and he was a little 
light-headed as well Like many mountaineers who have seen their hopes of 
the summit dashed he wanted to get off the mountain as quickly as possible 
While the hope is sull there, energy can always be dredged up from 
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somewhere and no difficulty is too great to attempt, but once that hope has 
gone, energy evaporates, leaving only a numb ache, a desire to get down and 
an incredibly careless attitude to things in general But the mountain, of 
course, never relaxes 

Looking for an easy way down, Sayre decided to glissade on a patch of hard 
snow Scarcely had he started, however, than he was sliding out of control, 
down the ndge towards his tent As he shot past he grabbed at the tent but it 
was tom from his grasp, though it slowed him down a bit and he finally slid to 
a halt by some rocks He was tom and bruised, and lucky to be alive He had 
gone 600 ft 

Hart came up later that day but they sent him back to the col There was no 
way they could go further. Next day Sayre and Hansen struck the tent and 
retreated It was a nightmare descent to the col 

The next morning I had deteriorated badly I had no strength, I was 
weak, I was dead on my feet I literally fell asleep every minute that 
something was not gomg on Norm had to bark at me to keep me conscious 
He wrote that I was very slow m understanding and very slow m executing 
what I did understand It was obvious that I could not carry a pack and 
Norm could not carry both So he tied the two packs together on a light line 
and let them down the slope. They stuck again and again Each time they 
did, it was my job to go down the rope and push them on down the slope Of 
course, now when we wanted things to slide down, they never would All 
this was very slow and tedious I didn’t notice it so much, because at every 
stop for a new belay I dropped off to sleep But it was a big strain on Norm 
He was getting groggy, too 

Suddenly he slipped and toboganned down 25 feet, ending up m the 
rocks He broke his watch At that moment I suddenly felt that things were 
falling apart We were falling all over the mountain We were accident 
prone We were too close to the edge ‘Wake up 1 ’ I said to myself ‘This is 
gomg to be the fight of your life just to get off the mountain, This is for 
keeps*’ 37 

The next day - 6 June - they began an epic descent of the North Col Sayre 
fell twice - the second time when he was unroped and went tumbling 400 ft 
down the slopes to end with a twisted knee Duttle fell into a crevasse and was 
hauled out by Sayre; Hansen and Hart both had their slips and near-disasters 
That night they were forced to bivouac on the ice slopes, only completing their 
descent next day. It was more of a rout than a retreat But the Gods were 
smiling and they all got down safely 

Even so they were still w a desperate situation By the very nature of their 
plan, they were now faced with a gruelling trek back to the Nup La, across 
t\ enty ve miles of exhausting glaciers, followed by a descent of the 
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Ngozumpa icefall Compared with these, the added danger of meeting a 
Chinese border patrol seemed of little account - as did the fact that the 
monsoon was overdue 

It took them ten days to return to Base Camp Despite hunger and 
tiredness, they navigated perfecdy and picked up their food caches (though 
they had food for only five days left) If the Gods continued to smile, which 
they did, it wasn’t all just luck 

The biggest blow to their morale was that on reaching their old Base Camp 
they found it deserted They were long overdue, of course, and the Sherpas, 
having decided the party must have perished, had packed everything up and 
taken it back to Namche Bazar Hungrily, the climbers made a forced march 
down the valley to the village of Nang 

From Base Camp back to Base Camp, Sayre’s incredible attempt on Everest 
had occupied forty-seven days It was a brilliant folly and an epic of 
Himalayan endurance 

More than that one would hesitate to claim The party had a large slice of 
good luck - a late monsoon, for instance, and avoiding the Chinese guards, 
they were strong but not very skilful mountaineers, as witness their various 
accidents, but perhaps above all, the plan itself was uiherendy self-defeating 
The slow, backpacking approach involving double or treble marches, while at 
first acclimatizing the mountaineer to altitude, soon begins to over-acchmatize 
or debilitate him In short, he is too high for too long On McKinley it would 
work well, but not on Everest 

There was one other aspect of Sayre’s attempt which cannot be overlooked 
His incursion into Tibet, leading a four-man team and deliberately deceiving 
the Nepalese authorities, had much more serious political overtones than the 
lone adventures of Wilson, Denman or Larsen It was more serious even than 
the incursion of Hillary and Lowe m 1952, who had followed much the same 
route, because a decade had elapsed and the Chinese grip on the country was 
much firmer When Sayre told Dyhrenfurth (the leader of the 1963 American 
expediuon, then about to set out) what he had done, the latter was appalled 
He felt that if the news leaked out it might jeopardize the American attempt, 
and the State Department concurred Pressure was put on Life magazine to 
withhold the story they had bought from Sayre, and eventually its publication 
was put off until the 1963 expediuon was on its way to Base Camp 38 
As it happened, the Chinese ignored the whole affair 
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The failure of the British to climb Mount Everest m the years between the 
wars was part of that tide which ebbs and flows in every sphere of man’s 
activity Each time it flows, it flows a little stronger until problems which it 
has lapped around for years are eventually overcome by the flood The British 
failure on Everest was matched by the German failure on Kangchenjunga and 
Nangpa Parbat, the French on Gasherbrum and the American on K2 In fact, 
none of the world’s fourteen highest peaks - those over 8,000 metres in height 
- was climbed before the war, and yet within fifteen years of the war ending 
they had all been climbed By then the tide had turned and was ru nnin g 
strong 1 

To try to understand why this should be is at best a speculative busmess 
There is nothing to suggest, for example, that the post-war generation of 
climbers was any fitter or more determined than their pre-war counterparts. 
Technically they were probably better climbers, though at first only marginally 
so - a small plus factor A larger plus factor was the improvement in 
equipment, in food and in physiological knowledge as a result of wartime 
research, these did not make the actual climbing any easier, but they did make 
it more comfortable and safer It was the accretion of such things, together 
with less tangible factors such as a freer socio-economic climate and a definite 
post-war ebullience, that contributed to the swelling tide As a Tesult, the 
climber was relieved of many of his background handicaps and could 
concentrate more energy on the job m hand, which was to reach the summit 
As far as the British were concerned, they gamed from the rising tide like 
everyone else, but the war had seriously weakened them politically The end 
of empire was in sight and with it all the advantages which empire brings 

F. obody noticed at the time, but Everest was no longer an exclusively British 
preserve 
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Time was running out for Britain, though it {s unlikely that Enc Shipton 
knew or cared much about that when he wrote to the Alpine Club only a few 
weeks after the end of hostilities, suggesung that plans should be made to 
resume the struggle for Everest, possibly in two years’ time - 1947 The A C 
Committee enthusiastically agreed and appointed Shipton as leader, but the 
Viceroy of India, Lord Wavell, made it quite clear that there was no possible 
chance of permission being granted to visit Tibet in 1947 

1947 was, of course, the year of Partiuon, when the Raj came to a 
precipitate end and the sub-conunent was divided into two nations, India and 
Pakistan The transformation was bloody, with an aftermath of civil disorder 
Much of the Himalaya was declared a prohibited area, and nobody had time to 
bother about Everest 

At the same time, in Tibet, the Dalai Lama was having his horoscope cast 
This was a serious matter, because upon the outcome rested Tibetan attitudes 
for the next few years, including foreign policy As it turned out, the 
horoscope predicted that the Dalai Lama would be threatened by foreigners, 
and all_ foreigners were banned until 1950 As the horoscope progressed it 
became increasingly gloomy, with the result that the ban on foreigners was 
prolonged indefinitely So the road to Everest was effectively barred and the 
chances of an expedition were nil The Alpine Club, joining once again in 
co-partnership with the Royal Geographical Society, decided to bide its time 
There was little else it could do Private miuauvcs, kke that of a certain Group 
Captain A F Bandit, who was p lannin g an air-lift to Base Camp, were 
still-born in the face of overwhelming pohucal obstacles 
The Dalai Lama’s horoscope turned out to be truly propheuc In October 
1950 the Chinese Communist armies invaded Tibet and sealed it off to 
Westerners more effecuvely than the old regime ever had As we have seen m 
the last chapter, a few daring spirits risked crossing the border, but there were 
no official mountaineering expeditions from the West into Tibet for many 
years The northern route to Everest was closed 
But even as Tibet was becoming more than ever the ‘forbidden land’, so 
Nepal was at last beginning to open up The two events were not enurcly 
unconnected — watching the advance of China up to her northern borders 
(which in any case are largely disputed), the Nepalese began to see the dangers 
of isolauon and prudently sought friends in the West There was a palace 
revoluuon m which the hereditary rulers, the Rana family, were overthrown 
and the King, who until then had been a mere pupjnet, assumed control In 
the years smee then, as a buffer state between two powerful naUons, Nepal has 
managed to come to terms with both India and China - not without incidental 
benefits 

The opening of Nepal to foreigners was a turning point in Himalayan 
climbing, and one of the most significant events in the whole history of 
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mountaineering Not only did it give climbers their first opportunity to tackle 
many of the world’s highest peaks, it also gave them the key to Everest itself 
At first communications were very primitive. Metalled roads existed only 
around Kathmandu, the capital city of the country and almost as fabled as 
Lhasa itself There were a few motor cars m Kathmandu, but these had been 
transported piecemeal on the backs of porters from the railhead at Jogbani on 
the Indian frontier Indeed to those early visitors Kathmandu valley, broad, 
fertile and with a delightful climate, must have seemed like Shangn La a 
heaven cut off from the rest of the world by the thick, malarial Terai jungle to 
the south and the Himalayan peaks to the north 
The approach to Everest from Nepal is certainly very different from the 
bleak marches across Tibet suffered by the pre-war climbers Instead of the 
dreary Tibetan wastes, with their incessant and biting wind, Nepal offers 
densely wooded, deep-cut valleys, alive with the brilliant colours of rhododen- 
dron and berbens bushes Even the villages seem cleaner than then Tibetan 
counterparts, while the natives are universally friendly 

Another advantage is that the trek through Nepal provides much better 
training for the climbers In the first place it has to be done on foot — no pomes 
can manage this route - and because it crosses the gram of the country there is 
a good deal of ascent and descent, but always creeping gradually higher, which 
helps acclimatization as well as strengthens leg muscles 

The first party to be allowed access to the Sola Khumbu region, where the 
Sherpas five and where Everest lies, was that led by an Amen can, Dr Charles 
Houston, who had been with Tilman on Nanda Devi in 1936 He invited 
Tilman to join him, and though the expedition (if such it could be called - it 
was quite informal) was not a mountaineering one and Spent most of its time in 
the Sherpa capital of Namche Bazar, Tilman could not resist the opportunity 
of pushing on up the valley towards the foot of Everest 2 
They reached the Khumbu Glacier but did not have time to study the great 
Icefall which cascades out of the Western Cwm Nevertheless, Tilman came to 
the conclusion that an ascent of Everest by this route was impracticable, so 
confirming the opinion of Mallory, who had looked down on the Khumbu 
from Tibet thirty years earlier 

Tdman’s reconnaissance was only a superficial one, and it was obvious that 
fuller exploration was needed before a proper judgement could be made 
The Himalayan Committee of the Alpine Club and R G S - successor to 
the old Everest Committee - had been established on an informal basis in 1947 
when Everest was first being considered again after the war They had in the 
bank some £1,500 inherited from their predecessors and from the royalties of 
the 1938 Everest book which, because of the war, was ten years in gestaoon 
^ nh the money they financed Tilman on an expedition to Langtang in Nepal 
and there was talk of sending Shipton with a party to ckmb Tirich Mir, 
though this came to nothing 
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In May 1951 Michael Ward, a London surgeon and climber, suggested that 
a proper expedition should be made to the Sola Khumbu for the purpose of 
ascertaining whether there was a practicable route through the Icefall to the 
Western Cwm, and from there to the South Col Ward had gathered together 
such photographs as were available and was very enthusiastic about his idea, 
but he didn’t know the right contacts and in any case was tied by Army dunes 
at the time However, Campbell Sccord came to the rescue by putting Ward’s 
plan before the Himalayan Committee, and he was supported by W H 
Murray, a noted Scotush mountaineer At first the Committee were at best 
lukewarm to the idea, but eventually they agreed 
The team was to be Ward, Secord and Murray together with Bourdillon, 
Nock and the noted Swiss climber Alfred Tissieres, who happened to be doing 
research work in Cambridge at the time and was a friend of Secord’s In the 
event, Tissieres, Nock and Secord dropped out Murray was the proposed 
leader, but suddenly, m July, Eric Shipton turned up, having been forced out 
of his job as a British Consul in China by the advance of the Communist army 
Murray immediately offered him the leadership The cost - £2,000 to £2,500- 
was largely met by granting exclusive coverage to The Times ‘It was all very 
democrauc and casual,’ says Ward 3 It was also very hurried There was 
barely a month in which to get everything ready for shipment to India The 
Secords’ garage was turned into a sort of HQ-cum-warchouse and in the end, 
so franuc was the rush to have everything ready for the boat, disaster was only 
averted by the ladies of the local W V S being brought in to do the packing 
In the meantime the formal consutuuon of the Himalayan Committee was 
decided upon the Chairman was to be the President of the Alpine Club, and 
the other members were to be the President of the R G S , the Secretary of the 
A C , the Director and Secretary of the R G S , a treasurer, two members of 
each of the A C and R G S , plus a representauve of the Himalayan Club 
Thus it hardly differed from the old Everest Committee, and it faced much the 
same problems as its predecessors had done in 1921 
There was, however, one new problem - Everest was no longer exclusively 
Bnush The first hint of this was when the Swiss Foundauon for Alpine 
Research asked for the Swiss climber Rcn6 Dittert to be allowed to accompany 
the Shipton reconnaissance team This was turned down on the grounds that 
the expedition was purely a domestic affair The Swiss must have been 
puzzled about the distinction between Tissieres and Dittert, since both were 
Swiss, but they let it pass When, however, two New Zealanders, E P Hillary 
and H E Riddiford, and an Indian geologist, Dr Dutt, were added to the 
party at the last minute, they were understandably put out 
It was Shipton s personal decision to include the two New Zealanders, and 
at first it didn’t go down well with the other members ‘I had already turned 
down several appheauons,’ he later wrote ‘ I was about to send a negative 
reply when, in a moment of nostalgic recoUecuon, I recalled the cheerful 
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countenance of Dan Bryant 54 Shipton had been very impressed by Bryant 
during the 1935 reconnaissance, and he seems to have been favourably 
disposed towards New Zealand in general — at one period shortly after the war 
he had considered emigrating there, and during the reconnaissance it was 
Hillary who was to be his most constant climbing partner ‘My momentary 
caprice was to have far reaching results,’ he later wrote, laconically 5 

Apart from the last-minute additions, it was a fairly tightly knit, coherent 
group, whose objectives were suitably loosely defined and which did not require 
the detailed pla nnin g of a large expedition It was admirably suited to 
Shipton’ s talents and temperament 

Though the problems of the 1951 reconnaissance were nothing like as 
severe as those of their predecessors thirty years earlier - the 1921 reconnaiss- 
ance - there was still an element of Mallory’s ‘first find the mountain’ about it 
Of course they knew that Everest lay at the head of the Khumbu valley and 
was guarded by a big icefall, but actually reaching the Khumbu from India 
was a problem in itself Four routes were known to be feasible from 
Darjeeling, along the trail used by the Sherpas when visiting their homeland 
(the route followed by Larsen), from the railhead at Jainagar in Bihar Province 
(near Darbhanga, where the Houston flights were based), from Kathmandu, 
rather far to the west; and from the railhead at Jogbani, further east than 
lamagar 

As the trek was to take place during the monsoon period the first two routes 
were dismissed as too difficult and unpleasant, and Kathmandu, though 
easier, was further and therefore more expensive, so the party set out from 
Jogbani It was the route used by Houston and Tilman the year before and 
they had done it m a fortnight 

The difference was that Houston’s party had travelled in the dry, calm 
post-monsoon The 1951 party found things very different during the rainy 
season rivers swollen by ram, bridges swept away, porters hard to come by 
(‘no one ever travelled far during the monsoon if he could help it,’ local 
officials told Shipton) Above all, perhaps, the misery of tramping muddy 
paths in continuous ram through leech-infested forests 

On the march to Dingla it had rained mostly at night and the days had 
been fine This happy arrangement could not be expected to last, and by 
nov, it was raining for most of each day We set off again on the morning of 
the 12th and climbed to the crest of the high, narrow watershed ndge For 
three days wc made our way slowly along it in a northerly direction, unable 
to '>ec an> thing of our surroundings because of alternating spells of heavy 
mm and equally drenching Scotch mist After a while we lost all sense of 
irectum cll5l3ncc » >t was a curious sensation, blindly following this 
nirroA crest, the ground on cither hand falling steeply into the silent, 
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forested depths below, while rocky peaks loomed, one after another, ahead 
The undergrowth was infested with leeches, on a single twig a score of the 
creatures could be seen, stiff and erect, like a cluster of little black sticks, 
ready to attach themselves to our legs and arms and clothing as we brushed 
past 

The way consisted of a continuous senes of long, steep climbs and 
descents It was very hard work for the porters, for the track was slimy with 
mud and they slipped constantly, losing their balance under the shifting 
weight of their sodden loads We spent the nights m little cowherds’ 
shelters, mosdy deserted, which were interspersed along the ndge They 
kept out most of the ram, and fires lit inside discouraged the leeches from 
entering Without them our lot would have been a great deal worse 6 

The two New Zealanders, Edmund Hillary and Earle Riddiford, who were 
making their own way from India, caught up with the mam party at Dingla 
Both were tall, big-boned men, with not an ounce of spare flesh between 
them Riddiford wore spectacles, giving him a fairly schoolmastensh appear- 
ance, but both he and Hillary were typically forthright Anupodean males 
Strong and tough, their journey through Nepal by a slightly different route 
from Shipton’s, and a more hazardous one as it happened, had left them 
looking ragged and unkempt 

This bothered Hillary, who stood somewhat in awe of Shipton’s reputation 
as the most famous living Himalayan mountaineer Moreover, he had that 
outmoded idea of convenuonal Englishmen so common to colonials and 
Americans ‘But these Englishmen - for all I knew they might shave every 
day, they might be sucklers for the right thing We’d have to smarten up a bit 
and watch our language ’ 7 

He needn’t have womed, as he quickly discovered when they at last joined 
forces 

Feeling not a little like a couple of errant schoolboys going to visit the 
headmaster, we followed the Sherpa mto a dark doorway and up some stairs 
into the upper room of a large building As we came mto the room, four 
figures rose to meet us My first feeling was one of relief I have rarely seen a 
more disreputable bunch, and my visions of changing for dinner faded away 
for ever 8 

On 19 September they finally crossed a pass which led them mto the valley 
of the Dudh Kosi, and as if they had suddenly come mto Shangn La, the 
monsoon rams were left behind The brilliant blue post-monsoon skies arched 
over the most dazzling array of snow-white pieaks to be seen anywhere m the 
world On the 22nd they entered Namche Bazar The journey from Jogbani 
had taken almost a month 
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Looking back, it is easy to say that the expedition could have started a 
month later, achieved the same results, and spared itself such misery on the 
walk-m, but so litde was known of conditions on the south side of Everest that 
this was a risk they could not take Their aim was to use the whole of the 
post-monsoon period for work on the mountain itself and though they were 
vaguely aware that the monsoon finished towards the end of September they 
did not kno,w how long the fine weather would last before the onset of the 
winter gales Indeed, this was something which all the later post-monsoon 
expeditions had to face - judging exactly what would be the right ‘slot’ for an 
assault between the monsoons and the winter winds It was most brilliantly 
done by Bonington in 1975 

At Namche Bazar the expedition was entering the final stages of the 
southern approach to Everest (see Map 5, p 256), a route which was to 
become mcreasmgly familiar to mountaineers and trekkers over the succeed- 
ing years but which at that time had been travelled by only a handful of 
Westerners Tilman, Houston and Klavs Becker-Larsen Shipton later admit- 
ted that one of the chief inducements to lead the expedition was the 
opportunity it afforded him to visit the homeland of the Sherpas — nor was he 
disappointed at what he saw How he must have welcomed the contrast 
between the beautiful setting of the Dudh Kosi and the hateful Tibetan 
plateau and grim Rongbuk valley of pre-war days' 

The party left Namche on 25 September with enough provisions for 
seventeen days In that time they hoped to find a way through the Icefall, 
mspect the Western Cwm and see if there was a practicable route to the South 
Col If things went well, Shipton intended to send down for further supplies 
and reconnoitre as far as possible towards the col itself 

They moved gradually up the valley, camping at places which were later to 
become so familiar but were then being encountered for the first time the 
monastery at Thyangboche, with its awe-m spuing view of the great peaks, the 
yak pastures at Phenche and Lobuje, then up the long debris-encrusted 
Khumbu Glacier to a final camp near the little lake of Gorak Shep, on the west 
bank 

On 30 September, Riddiford, Ward and Bourdillon with two Sherpas set 

out to make a preliminary investigation of the Icefall while Shipton and 

Hillary climbed some way up the peak of Pumon to gam a view into the 

Western Cwm. Almost at a single glance they got the good news and the bad 
news 

We found to our surprise that from the point reached we could see right 
up , t0 , thc head of ^ Western Cwm, the whole of the west face of Lhotse, 
and the South Col We estimated that the floor of the cwm at its head was 
near y 23,000 ft high, about 2,000 ft higher than had been expected There 
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appeared to be a perfectly straightforward route from there up the face of 
Lhotse to some 25,000 ft whence, it seemed, a traverse could be made to the 
’ South Col All this, of course, must be confirmed by close inspection from 
the cwm itself, and the need for good snow conditions, particularly on that 
traverse, is obvious At present snow conditions on the mountain are quite 
impossible 

Our study of the icefall was less encouraging than our view of the cwm 
From the top of the lower half there was an easy route running through to 
the left, but this was obviously swept by ice avalanches from the west ndge 
of Everest, while to the right nothing could be seen but a wild tangle of 
seracs and ice cliffs However, we made a further reconnaissance the 
following day from a ndge near the Lho La, which revealed the upper icefall 
m a more hopeful light 9 

Riddiford and Pasang had climbed four fifths of the lower Icefall at their 
first attempt and were optimistic about the rest of the route, and even though 
Ward and Bourdillon, choosing a different line, had been unable to make 
much progress, there was little doubt that the Icefall would go But it was 
obviously a dangerous place the whole 2,000 ft was slowly on a downward 
slide, utterly unstable Ice pinnacles the size of a cathedral could topple over 
without warning, obliterating anyone unfortunate enough to be m their path 
Even at the edges it was no safer, for it was squeezed between the steep slopes 
of Everest's West Ridge on the one hand and those of Nuptse on the other, 
either of which were likely to precipitate enormous avalanches 

In climbing, as in many other aspects of life, the risks are weighed against 
the goal When that goal is Everest, the risk-threshold is high There isn’t a 
climber in the world who, given the chance of an Everest ascent, would turn 
back because of the Icefall risk, though in other circumstances he would steer 
clear of such a place Unfortunately, however, as Shipton well knew, it wasn’t 
so simple There was a moral problem as well Granted that the climber was 
willing to risk his own life m the pursuit of his goal, was he (ustificd m risking 
the hves of his laden porters, who, after all, were simply doing a job of work? 
Moreover, the risk to the porters was far greater because they would need to 
go up and down the Icefall many tunes, ferrying loads up into the Western 
Cwm 

Already by 1951 some of the Sherpas had become experienced moun- 
taineers - Angtharkay, who was Shipton’s sirdar, or chief porter, was one - 
and they were increasingly treated as such by the expediuons They could 
ludge the nsk as well as anybody, and could be counted on to face it, not just 
for pay but because they were imbued with the same sense of achievement as 
their leaders But what of the others? Shipton was the first leader to have to 
face this dilemma and, ultimately, he baulked it. 
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Hillary, however, did not share Shipton’s qualms The New Zealander 
weighed the danger against the prize 

Shipton was far from happy about subjecting Sherpas to such a route - it 
hardly worked m with the deep-seated British tradition of responsibility and 
fair play But, in my heart, I knew the only way to attempt this mountain 
was to modify the old standards of safety and justifiable risk and to meet the 
dangers as they came, to drive through regardless Care and caution would 
never make a route through the icefall If we didn’t attack it that May, 
someone else would The competitive standards of alpme mountaineering 
were coming to the Himalayas, and we might as well compete or pull out 

‘Only the first time counts’ somebody once said, speaking of mountain 
climbing, and it is true that the first in the field has far greater problems (and 
greater rewards) than those who follow. When a thing has been done once, the 
fear of the unknown has been broken and a huge psychological barrier 
removed When Shipton looked at the Khumbu Icefall, nobody had climbed 
it, much less taken porters up it The Swiss were the first to do that m any 
numbers, and thereafter it became accepted The questions were always there, 
but they became increasingly less acute under the levelling influence of 
repetition and, in later years, the growing capabilities of the whole Sherpa 
corps 

‘It would be wrong to make too big a thing of the Icefall,’ the late Nick 
Estcourt once said, meaning that no smgle part of an Everest ascent should be 
exaggerated at the expense of the whole, and this is true 11 Nevertheless, the 
Icefall is the most inescapably dangerous place on the mountain, and more 
people have been killed there than anywhere else 

Heartened by the quick success of Riddiford, Shipton established a small 
camp nearer the Icefall m the hope of breaking through the barrier with a 
quick, concerted effort On 4 October, he, Hillary, Riddiford and Bourdillon, 
with three Sherpas, began the climb They found that before the sun got oh 
the ice — about 10 a m — the cold was so intense that frostbite was a real 
danger Once the sun struck the ice, however, the temperature shot up until 
the place was like a furnace, ‘glacier lassitude’ and thirst became the 
problems But they kept at it 

We got through the first half of the icefall quickly and easily, with 
Riddiford’s reconnaissance as a guide But the upper half was a far tougher 
proposition. Threading our way through a maze of seracs, ice walls and 
crevasses which split the surface in every direction, we could never see more 
than about 200 ft ahead The snow was often hip deep, so that even with so 
man> to share the labour progress from point to point was very slow, and a 
false line costs a great deal of time 
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However, by the middle of the afternoon we seemed to be approaching 
the top of the icefall We had decided to turn back not later than 4 o’clock m 
order to reach camp before dark Even that was running it a bit fine, since it 
did not allow for accidents, such as the breaking of a snow bridge We 
reached the last of the seracs at an altitude, according to our Watkin 
aneroid, of 20,600ft We looked across a deep trough to a level crest of ice 
marking the point where the glacier of the cwm takes its first plunge into the 
icefall like the smooth wave above a water-fall Crossing the trough was 
difficult, as it was nven with crevasses, but by 3 50 we had reached the steep 
slope below the crest This had to be climbed diagonally to avoid an ice cliff 
directly above The snow was obviously unstable, but the slope was not high 
enough to constitute a serious danger The leading rope was half-way 
across, and not more than 30ft from the crest, when, as we had half 
expected, the slope avalanched Pasang and I, at either end of the break, 
managed to scramble off the moving sheet of snow, and Riddiford was left 
suspended between the two of us while the sheet broke into great blocks and 
slid silently mto the trough 12 

It was only a minor modern and nobody was hurt, but it was enough to tell 
them to turn back It had been a long hard day, and enough was enough, 
despite the temptauon to climb the last few feet mto the Cwm They reached 
camp shortly before dark. 

Shipton decided that even if they could get through to the Western Cwm - 
and there seemed no reason to doubt it now - there would be too much soft 
snow in the Cwm and on the slopes of the South Col to make further progress 
With a bit of luck, however, the snow might be reduced by evaporauon, given 
a few more days, and so bis plan was to leave Everest alone for a couple of 
weeks and spend the time profitably by exploring the surrounding tangle of 
peaks and glaciers 

One wonders to what extent, having seen the way clear to the South Col 
from his eyne on Pumon and having proved that the Icefall could be climbed, 
Shipton lost interest in the mechanics of the approach The grand design, the 
broad sweep - these were Shipton’s strong points the minuuae of a mountain 
ascent held no interest for him For him the most important thing was always 
to sec what lay over the next ndge - an unbounded curiosity about the 
‘un travelled world’, as he himself later called it It was his greatest asset as an 
explorer - and his greatest weakness as a mountaineer, parucularly as an 
Everest leader 

It must have been with a feeling of rchef that he turned his back on the 
Icefall and set about exploring the surrounding mountains He was, ostensibly 
at least, looking for other ways to approach Everest In particular he wanted to 
break out to the east to see whether there was an easy route from the Khumbu 
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to the great Kangshung Glacier which flowed from the East Face of Everest, 
and also whether there was any truth in the report he had heard from a 
Sherpa, that to the west of Everest lay a high pass connecting the Chola Khola 
(a branch of the mam Khumbu valley) with Tibet. 

Consequently, the expedition divided into two teams Shipton and Hillary 
sinking eastwards, Murray, Ward, Riddiford and Bourdillon westwards 
Suffice to say that neither party discovered a way round the mountain The 
high white ridge whose apex is Everest stretched unbroken to east and west 
To the east, Shipton and Hillary found their way barred by the steep flanks of 
the Cho Polu ndge which prevented them from reaching the Barun Glacier, 
whence, by Pethangtse, they might have been able to link up with the 
explored area of the Kangshung Glacier covered by the 1921 expedition 
Instead they were forced south to the Hunku Glacier, and by the tune they 
had discovered a feasible way over to the Barun Glacier them supplies were low 
and they were forced to turn west again, crossing a high pass just south of Ama 
Dablam and ending up at the village of Dingpoche From there another high 
pass over the Pokalde ndge took them back to the Khumbu Glacier and Base 
Camp 

Meanwhile, striking westwards over the romantically named Changn La, 
Murray’s team had discovered that they were not in the Chola Khola, as they 
expected, but an arm of the immense Ngozumpa Glacier, which drained Cho 
Oyu and Gyachung Kang This was the celebrated Gyubanare Glacier, at 
whose head rose the spectacular Gyubanare icefall leading to the Nup La. 
Murray knew that the Nup La had been reached from the Tibetan side in 1924 
but never crossed, so he decided to attempt the icefall 

The whole of the first day was spent m reaching that icefall and camp was 
pitched at its base Never had we seen a fall in such a state of rum The 
debns of fallen ice-cliffs and pinnacles marred its surface We found a safe 
line and on our second day enjoyed one of the best ice-climbs of our fives, 
climbing in ice-claws and making good progress for 300 ft Then the 
pmnacles and cliffs were encountered Between them were huge crevasses, 
some lightly bridged with ice, some open and fathomless Cur tain s of icicles 
hung from the overhanging walls and flashed in the sunshine Great caves 
and chasms loomed blue and green Beneath our feet we could often hear 
the tinkle of fragments falling into a hidden crevasse A last ice-cliff of 40 ft 
could not be turned, so it was climbed by a vertical crack and at last we 
emerged on more level ground Far beyond, still another icefall could be seen 
It was obvious that we were beaten Three days would be needed to reach 
the Nup La For this there was no longer sufficient food We turned back 13 

The Icefall was climbed m the following year by Hillary and Lowe, and 
later b> the Sa>rc expediuon (see Chapter 11), 
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Shipton and Hillary reached Base Camp in the Khumbu a week before the 
others They again pushed a forward base nearer the Iccfall and with the two 
experienced Sherpas, Angtharkay and Utscnng, began once more to climb the 
unstable, dangerous ice 

Their first day’s work - a thousand feet or so - went smoothly enough 
There had been few changes since they were last there and things looked 
hopeful On the next day, however, 

we found that immediately above the point we had reached the day 
before enormous changes had taken place It was as if an 'earthquake had 
occurred Over a wide area, stretching almost completely across the glacier, 
the cliffs and towers we had encountered before lay m a ruin of shattered 
ice-blocks It reminded me very much of a bombed-out area m London 
during the war With some misgivings we ventured to cross the devastated 
area, with 100 ft of rope between each man Hillary was ahead, chopping his 
way through the ice-blocks, when one of the blocks fell mto a void below 
There was a prolonged roar and the whole surface we were standing on 
began to shudder violently I thought it was about to collapse, and the 
Sherpas, somewhat lrrauonally no doubt, flung themselves to the ground 
Evidently a considerable part of the shattered area was overhanging a void 
though it was impossible to tell how much of it In spite of this alarming 
experience it was not so much the shattered area that worried us as the area 
beyond, where the cliffs and seracs were riven by innumerable new cracks 
which seemed to threaten a catastrophe. 14 

On 26 October, when Murray’s party rejoined them, what amounted to a 
council of war was convened It was decided then that the whole party would 
climb up the Pumon ndge, from where they could get a good view of the 
Icefall, the Cwm and the South Col, and decide their course of action 
according to what was revealed 

To Shipton, the view was depressing Although some snow had gone from 
the mountain, the Cwm and South Col looked m much the same state as they 
had three weeks earlier The Icefall looked a tottering mess 
Nevertheless, it was decided to make an all-out assault with the whole 
climbing team and three Sherpas, Angtharkay, Pasang and Nima On 28 Oct- 
ober they at last forced their way through the Icefall and stood on the hp of the 
Western Cwm They had turned the key that unlocked the door to Everest 
Once they had reached the Cwm, however, they discovered that them 
troubles were by no means over Two enormous crevasses barred the way 
Shipton decided to retreat to Base Camp 
This decision did not go down well with everybody There were those who 
wanted to press on and, when retreat was inevitable, to make further efforts to 
find a safer route through the crumbling ice. Shipton acquiesced in this. 
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half-heartedly He had been to the Cwm and that was sufficient for him, 
although he felt that by not finding a safer route he had virtually failed in the 
job he was appomted to do In his despatch to The Times he wrote 

Our virtual defeat by the icefall, formidable though we knew it to be, has 
come as a surprise and a disappointment, particularly as we are now 
convmced that, m reasonable conditions, a practicable route exists from the 
Western Cwm to the summit of Mount Everest However, icefalls through- 
out the world are subject to great seasonal variations, and autumn is usually 
the season when they are at their most difficult This dragon guarding the 
Western Cwm is now m a resdess mood, it is not unreasonable to expect that 
m the spring he may be found sleeping 15 

The party returned to Namche Their failure to press on up the Western 
Cwm had left time m hand for a final fling They decided to investigate the 
Bhote Kosi, the other arm of the nver which divided at Namche Bazar. At 
Thame village, Hillary, Riddiford and Dutt (who had spent his time making 
geological surveys while the others had been climbing) crossed the Tesu 
Lapcha pass to the west and found themselves in the remarkable gorge of 
Rowaling, which they followed to Lamsbazar From there they made their 
way to Kathmandu Murray and Bourdillon went to the head of the Bhote 
Kosi to look at the famous Nangpa La, that traditional trading pass into Tibet 
used by Larsen in his lone attempt on Everest (see Chapter 1 1) Shipton and 
Ward accompanied them part of the way, then struck westwards over a high 
col, which they named the Menlung La, and entered upon a sort of sanctuary 
reminiscent of Nan da Devi They were making towards Gaunsanker but, to 
their surprise, a higher and far finer peak rose like a pale granite spire out of 
the sanctuary they named this peak Menlungtse They were shortly jomed by 
Murray and Bourdillon, when the whole party made their way down to the 
deep Rongshar gorge, from where they reached Lamsbazar and ultimately 
Kathmandu 16 

Before they had set out from London three months previously, Shipton had 
put the chances of finding a route through to the Western Cwm as 30 to 1 
against Their exploration had at least reduced the odds considerably 17 

When the party returned to England early in December Shipton was 
amazed to discover how much interest his expedition had aroused among the 
general public The Times had not only published his reports as they came 
from Nepal, but had collected them together and republished them as a 
special supplement A public lecture which Shipton gave m Liverpool had to 

be repeated three times - and on the last occasion the hall was as packed as it 
had been on the first 

So much publicity rather took Shipton aback His previous Everest 
ventures, m the days before the war, had been during a period when 
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repeated failures had dulled the public’s appetite and interest in Everest was at 
its nadir Now it was very different 

Shipton was one of the most modest men ever to tread the high places of this 
Earth He saw the intense public interest as a search for relief from the 
austerities of the post-war years - a simple diversion he called it - but he 
discounted his own personal appeal Adventure was fashionable a French 
mountaineering team had climbed Annapurna, the first 8,000 m peak ever to 
be ascended, and Thor Heyerdahl had made his sensational crossing of the 
Pacific in Kon Tiki Books about these great adventures were best-sellers - as 
was the unpretentious Penguin paperback Cltmbmg in Britain, a simple 
handbook on how to climb our own hills 
Adventure, and a sense of the great outdoors, had a new, eager audience 
They read avidly about what had been done and who had been doing it in the 
years (ust before the war, and the names of Smythe, Tilman and Shipton 
ranked high on any list All three men were good writers and their armchair 
devotees were legion Shipton was to this new public almost a folk hero, and 
though a reconnaissance of Everest in itself would anyway have stirred the 
mood of the tunc, the fact that it was led by Shipton raised it to greater 
heights 

And of course, in the public's eyes if not in his own, his reconnaissance had 
been successful He had found the way to the roof of the world 18 
Not that Shipton was seen as another George Mallory So far as Everest was 
concerned nothing would replace that Adorns figure m the pubhc esteem But, 
hke Mallory, he inspired confidence Informed pubhc opinion was quite 
certain that the man to get a team to the top of Everest was Enc Shipton 
The Himalayan Committee agreed Shipton was asked to lead the full 
assault on the mountain earmarked for 1952 
It came as a nasty surprise to discover that there would be no expedition m 
1952 The sway of the great Ra) had ended, and it was to the Swiss, not the 
Bnush, that the Nepalese authorities granted access the following year 
The Himalayan Committee tried to retrieve the situation by requesting a 
joint expcdiuon The Swiss could see the advantages of this - after all, the 
British climbers were the only ones who knew the terrain and had tackled the 
now notorious Khumbu Icefall — but any joint expediuon would have to be on 
then terms They held the ace card - permission 

Basd Goodfellow represented the Himalayan Committee at a meeting with 
the Swiss Foundation for Alpine Research m Zurich on 29 December He 
loftily conceded that the Committee were prepared to discuss partnership, 
provided Shipton was leader and it was understood that it would be a Swiss 
group in a British expedition 

Such demands had no chance of success The Swiss politely told Goodfellow 
that their plans for a pre-monsoon attempt were now complete, equipment 
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and finance were available, and the climbers already chosen They also 
pomted out that when they had asked for Dittcrt to be included in the British 
reconnaissance team, they had been refused, although two New’ Zealanders 
were later admitted Dittcrt was present at the meeting, and the old grudge 
was now being paid off in full 

The Swiss also pomted out that they had been trying to get permission to 
attempt Everest since 1926, but had always been frustrated by British imperial 
chauvinism However, they told Goodfellow, they deplored the sort of 
nationalism demonstrated by French and German climbers, and on this 
account were willing to mclude a group of British climbers in the Swiss 
expedition 

The card the Swiss were playing for was Shipton, and Goodfellow was 
astute enough to recognize this After some bargaining it was agreed that 
Shipton and Wyss-Dunant would be co-leaders of an expedition consisting of 
six climbers from each country 

At this point Shipton was called on the telephone and he agreed m principle 
— providing the British team could mclude the two New Zealanders, Hillary 
and Lowe. 

The Swiss seemed to see this as a raising of the stakes. In return they 
demanded that Wyss-Dunant should be the overall leader and that Shipton 
and Dittert should be joint climbing leaders To this Goodfellow could not 
agree, and though the discussion went on to cover the technicalities of 
co-operation, any hope of a jomt expedition was dead 
In the end it was decided that the Swiss would make a pre-monsoon attempt 
and the British would make a post-monsoon attempt But the Nepalese 
Government thought otherwise the Swiss would go to Everest, they said, and 
the British would have to be content with Cho Oyu 
The British, though privately gnashing their teeth, took the blow with their 
customary sporting good grace Edmund Hillary later wrote what he felt about 
the Swiss attempt at the time - feelings which found an echo in most British 
hearts 

I think for the first time I was really admitting to myself quite honestly 
that I didn’t want the Swiss to climb Everest Let them get very high — good 
luck to them in that but not to the summit^ I wanted it left for a British 
party to have a crack at next year 19 

It was a very human weakness compounded of patriotism (some may say 
nationalism, which is less generous) and the competitive urge There was also 
a degree of fear - fear that the Swiss might climb the mountain at their first 
attempt, which in the eyes of the world would make the British, with their 

°ng record of failures, look rather foolish To most people the reasons 
wouldn’t matter 
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None of this was allowed to come to the surface As climbers, the British 
id the Swiss had long had a special relationship, for between them they had 
radically invented the sport - the British as the daring amateurs, the Swiss as 
rofessional guides Shipton went over to Zurich to show his rivals the 
tiotographs he had taken and to brief them to the best of his ability 
He knew m his heart that their chances of success were very good Though 
e had not penetrated into the Western Cwm he had seen enough to tell him 
lat this must be the way to climb Everest Already he had accepted that his 
iservations about leading Shcrpas through the Icefall would have to be set 
side, because the advantages of the route made the prize clear for those 
ctcrmincd to grasp it W H Murray, who was with Shipton m 1951, 
numerated these advantages 

Despite our disappointment m not reaching the slopes of the South Col, 
our reconnaissance had been successful in that we had found answers to all 
the questions we had set out to answer, and that these answers were for the 
most part favourable beyond expectation The western route may yet prove 
to be a better one than the old north route over which it offers these six 
advantages, some of which are sull to be proven true 
First, the mam difficulties occur low down, whereas on the north route 
they start at 28,000 feet, where the climber commands less energy 
Second, on the last three thousand feet of the South-east ndge the strata 
dip northward, in favour of the climber, and so should give better support 
for the snow, more tent platforms, and permit the last camp to be placed 
much nearer the summit 

Third, the route is protected from violent wind until close to the South 
Col (about 25,800ft) 

Fourth, the South-east ndge is broad and should give a wider choice of 
route than the northern line 

Fifth, on the north side the snow above 25,000 ft refuses to consolidate, 
and by remaining powdery makes climbing impossible until it is cleared by 
the north-west wind, whereas the fact that snow lies always on the 
South-east ndge, despite wind, would imply that there it does consolidate 
and may give satisfactory climbing 

Sixth, the slopes above the South Col are in sunshine from dawn, thus 
allowing climbers to make an earlier and easier start than from camps on the 
northerly side (where the old Camp VI was m shadow until 9am) 20 

The bugbear was the Icefall It was just plain dangerous ‘Compete or pull 
out,’ Hillary had said The time had come to raise the stakes Shipton knew 
this and accepted it - but it troubled him 

Rcn6 Dittert had conceived the idea of an expedition to Everest in a 


281 





Chapter 12 



Fig 2 The approach through the Western Cwm 
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previous expeditions to Himalayan regions, as well as to Tibesti and Baffin 
Island It had considerable financial resources, and was able to provide for the 
best possible equipment The Androsace had found themsehes a particularly 
benctolent fairy godmother! 

‘A handful of friends’ Renfi Dittcrt called the team They were also the 
cream of Swiss climbers Besides Ditiert there was As per, Aubcrt, Che\ alley', 
FIory, Hofstettcr, Lambert, Roch and Wyss Dunam On the scientific side 
there was a geologist, Lombard, a botanist, Zimmcrmaun, and an ethnologist, 
Mme Lobsiger Of the climbers, the best known outside Switzerland were 
undoubtedly Raymond Lambert and Andrf Roch, both outstanding moun- 
taineers 

With the opening of an airport at Kathmandu the erstwhile trail from the 
railhead at Jogbani became redundant, henceforth most expeditions to Everest 
would start from the Nepalese capital, following a route which turned out to 
be so beautiful that it has become one of the most famous and popular treks in 
the world, and for many people a goal in itself On that first occasion it took 
the Swiss twenty-three days, including a two-day rest at Namchc Bazar 
It was at Kathmandu, therefore, that the Swiss expedition assembled and 
where they met their Shcrpas for the first time, including the sirdar, Tenzing 
Norgay 

Tcnzang was thirty-eight years old He was small and dapper-looking, with 
a pencil moustache and sleeked-back hair His countenance was open, frank 
and intelligent, and he had perhaps a rather more senous air than was 
common among the fun-loving Sherpas from which he came He had been 
bom m the village of Thame, a day’s march from Namchc up the Dudh Kosi 
He had been to Everest three times with the pre-war Bnush expeditions and 
once since the war with Earl Denman, and he had also accumulated 
experience in many ports of the Himalaya and Karakorum He had done well 
for himself and taken the name ‘Norgay’, which means ‘the fortunate one’ 21 
In 1947, shortly after the Denman adventure, Tenzing had joined a Swiss 
expedition to the Garhwal which included Andr6 Roch and Rene Dittert He 
was not the sirdar, but his ability quickly manifested itself, and when the 
sirdar was injured Tenzing took his place He made a brilliant success of it, 
climbing four new peaks (the first actual summits he had ever reached 1 ) It 
added a new dimension to Tenzing’s life and for this he was forever grateful 
he had a deep admiration for the Swiss 
The feeling wras mutual When the 1952 Everest expedition was launched, 
Roch and Dittert insisted that Tenzing should be sirdar 
There was at first a bit of trouble over the recruitment of plotters The 
Shipton cxpcdiuon had left behind it some resentment over payment, 
baksheesh and a trussing camera, and there was a general reluctance to take 
part m another expiediuon, presumably on the principle of once bitten, twice 
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shy But eventually loads were sorted out, and despite a last-minute ‘strike to 
try to raise the pay by two rupees the caravan set out on the long trail to 
Everest 

The expedition established its Base Camp by the small moraine lake of 
Gorak Shep (16,570 ft), on 20 April, and their Camp I was established on the 
Khumbu Glacier at 17,226 ft below the Icefall The plan was the customary 
one of pushing camps forward in a senes of staging posts until the final camp, 
probably not more than a smgle tent, could be pitched high enough up the 
mountain to allow two men to make a summit ‘dash’ In the pre-war days, the 
long approach up the East Rongbuk Glacier had necessitated three such camps 
before the slopes of the North Col, where the real climbing began, were 
reached On the Khumbu approach, with its Icefall, the climbing begins 
almost at once, so that the material for all the camps has to be femed up a 
fairly steep and sometimes difficult route The Swiss plan was to place Camp 

II half way up the Icefall, where there is a natural break in the seracs, Camp 

III above the Icefall, and Camp IV on the South Col To reach Camp IV 
meant traversing the whole of the Western Cwm and climbing the steep slopes 
of the col in a smgle journey - much too hard a task, as the Swiss were quickly 
to discover They found, too, that there was no need to have Base Camp at 
Gorak Shep - it would be much better removed to the site of Camp I 

The attack on the Icefall was begun on 26 Apnl by Dittert, Chevalley, 
Lambert and Aubert That day they took six hours to climb 1,150 ft through 
the maze of crevasses and seracs Like Shipton previously they discovered that 
one of the problems of the Icefall was that once inside it the climber could not 
see more than a few feet ahead and consequently had no proper idea which was 
the best direction to take Quite apart from the obvious danger, there was the 
less obvious frustration caused by taking false lrnes which m the end led 
nowhere And with frustration comes tiredness 
The next day they pushed then: route out a bit further, then retired to Camp 
I The struggle was taken up by Roch, Flory, Asper, Hofstetter and 
Wyss-Dunant, who established Camp II half way up the Icefall 

On the 30th this same party, except for Wyss-Dunant, made an all-out 
attempt to reach the Cwm They were forced to the left, below the steep slopes 
of Everest s West Ridge, and into a couloir threatened by seracs and 
avalanches It was a natural highway — but it was so dangerous that Roch 
christened it ‘Suicide Passage’ It took them to the edge of the Cwm. 

Like Shipton in the previous year, Roch now found his way barred by a 
huge crevasse Asper tried to swmg across by rope manoeuvres but couldn’t 
get a purchase on the other side, so they returned to Camp II Next day they 
were back, and by lowering Asper sixty feet down the crevasse to a snow 

11 g k’ a Cy V7Cre abIe to get a ro P e acroSS This m turn was convened into a 
rope n ge, made of four ropes securely anchored into the ice on either side of 
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the chasm and crossed by sitting astride two ropes and pulling on the others 
By this method the Sherpas and their loads were transported across the 
crevasse Roch had entered the Western Cwm It was a tremendous break- 
through, gamed, as Hillary had foreseen, by raising the stakes, by accepting 
new levels of danger That night an avalanche swept the whole of Roch’s 
Suicide Couloir, but by that time the climbers were safely back in camp 
Camp III, at the entrance to the Cwm, was occupied on 6 May and its 
provisioning — with material for the higher camps — was continued By good 
luck, there was not a single incident m the Suicide Passage, though sixty loads 
■Went up it, but there were some near misses Stones, ice debris and even the 
occasional avalanche swept down it, but nobody was hit 

When Roch had first entered the Cwm and prospected a litde way mto it he 
had been overawed by the scale of dungs and pcssimisuc about their chance of 
success, but once Camp III was established and other climbers in their turn 
had an opportunity to explore the Cwm and assess the difficulties ahead, the 
mood changed to one of quiet optimism 
From their tents they could see the snowy bowl of the Cwm, undulating but 
rising slighdy, stretching away to the slopes' of Lhotse, Mallory’s old ‘South 
Peak of Everest’ It was hemmed in on the left by the South West Face of 
Everest, an impressive wall of dark rock laced with ice bands, and on their 
right by the steep icy ramparts of the Lhotse-Nuptse Ridge To the left of 
Lhotse, at the head of the Cwm, the skyline dipped to the South Col Steep 
slopes of snow and ice |oined the floor of the Cwm to the col, and these were 
divided by a conspicuous rib of black rock which the Swiss called the Lptron 
des Gencvois - the Geneva Spur 

Though the Cwm was not very wide, it was longer than the Swiss had 
imagined and it was obvious that there was no way Camp IV - the next camp- 
could be placed on the South Col For one thing it was too far, and for another 
the Western Cwm and the Lhotse slopes had their own problems 

Reconnaissance showed the climbers that the Cwm was cut across by wide 
crevasses The only way to avoid these was by making a detour to the right, 
beneath the menacing slopes of the Lhotse-Nuptse ridge, where there was 
considerable danger from avalanches The slopes to the col itself, too, seemed 
dangerously avalanche-prone, and the Swiss realized that anyone caught by a 
heavy snowfall on the South Col, or even at the head of the Cwm, might well 
have no retreat 

Dittert remembered the tragedy of 1922 when the slopes of the North Col 
avalanched and killed seven Sherpas And the North Col presented the only 
obiecuve danger on the old route, whereas on this new route from the south 
there were three — the Icefall, the Lhotse-Nuptse slopes and the slopes to the 
South Col Moreover, all the Sherpas had to risk the first (and of course all the 
climbers) and most of them had to risk the second as well It was only when 
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they reached the ascent of the South Col that the situation was back to parity 
with the old northern route. It was up to the Swiss to test these risks and see 
whether they were justified 

In the ensuing days Camps IV and V were established in the Cwm, the 
latter at 22,630 ft below the slopes of the South Col It was the latter-day 
equivalent of the old Camp III, which rested below the North Col on the East 
Rongbuk Glacier, and now, as then, the problem was how to tackle the slopes 
above Dittert wrote 

Seen from the camp the Col had a gentle and deceiving appearance, all its 
slopes being foreshortened But the figures proved the contrary The Col 
rose more than 3,500 ft above us, though one might easily reckon it at half 
that figure The average slope varied between 40 and 45 degrees, almost that 
of the Brenva route on the south face of Mont Blanc 22 

Four alternatives faced the Swiss The most direct slopes to the col were 
divided at half height by the rocks of the Geneva Spur which split them into 
two couloirs, rather like the upper arms of a letter Y The left-hand branch led 
direcdy to the col itself, and was thus the shortest way up The nght-hand 
branch led to a rocky crest somewhat above the col Further right still was the 
steep Lhotse Glacier descending the face of the mountain, and it seemed 
possible to climb the glacier, then traverse left to the top of the South Col The 
glacier route had the advantage of being more open than the two couloirs and 
possibly less of a trap, though there was avalanche danger on all three. The 
spur itself was the fourth alternative 

On 15 May, Lambert and Tenzing, who had become firm friends though 
they couldn’t speak a word of each other’s language, accompanied by Roch 
and Dittert, climbed up towards the Geneva Spur. They were above 24,000 ft 
and only able to breathe oxygen during their halts because the sets did not 
function when the climbers were moving Though such gasps of oxygen gave 
immense relief, the effects were very transitory, as Finch had discovered years 
earlier. Mostly it was a question of mind over matter, as Dittert explamed 

Cutting steps exhausted me and stupified me I was empty-headed I 
thought only of the moment when I would surrender my place to those who 
came behind At last, Lambert’s rope relieved us Seeking the safest line, 
Lambert climbed straight up towards the be ginnin g of the spur The slope 
was steep, between 40 degrees and 50 degrees Ascending last now, I had 
more frequent rests I leaned my forehead on the axe and waited for my 
cart to calm down I listened to the labours of the leader, to the resounding 
ows and to Roch s breathing I watched the rope running up between my 
egs t rose slowly, by jerks of eight or twelve inches and I dreaded the 
moment when it would tighten again and I would have to start moving once 
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more When my turn came, I raised my head and looked upwards Lambert 
was cutting at the hard ice, fifteen feet below the base of the spur 23 

At one o’clock they reached a small platform on the spur at a height of some 
24,600 ft Here they rested for a while, then traversed across the spur to see 
what the left-hand couloir was like To their dismay they found it to be hard 
ice and, though chmbable, not suitable for laden porters Enough work done 
for one day the four men descended to Camp V 
Exploration continued for another two days with little positive result until 
on the 19th Chcvalley, Aspcr and the Sherpa Da Namgyal succeeded in 
climbing the Geneva Spur to a point higher than the South Col They 
descended by the right-hand couloir Their conclusions were that the climb up 
the spur was feasible for porters, provided there were fixed ropes on the steep 
lower slopes The couloir they dismissed - it was too long and there was no 
place to rest or camp in the whole of its 3,000 ft sweep On the spur there was 
at least the chance of a rest on the small platform they had discovered, and as 
the spur stood out from the mountainside it was unlikely to be bombarded by 
debris falling from above 

On the next day Flory and Dawa Thondup, Lambert and Tenzing, Roch 
and Pasang prepared the route to the Geneva Spur Where the climbing was 
steepest they fixed ropes - about 150 m in all - and they did what they could 
to enlarge the little platform which was to be the springboard of the attack 
They noted that, should an emergency arise, the platform would not be big 
enough to hold a tent Even the loads of equipment which were to be dumped 
there would have to be secured by ropes and pitons, or they were likely to 
tumble off down the mountain 

Then, for two days, they were pinned to Camp V by a sudden storm, whose 
ferocity caused Dittert great concern Had the monsoon broken early? And 
supposing a storm like this were to catch them when they were at the South 
Col, or even higher In his diary he painted a vivid picture of what it was like 
to be caught m an Everest blizzard 

The gale made us tremble - both us and our tents - and gave us the time 
for reflecuon For thirty-six hours a furious wind immobilized us In our 
fragile shelters It was the sole master of space Lying motionless and 
uneasy, we listened The night passed and the wan daylight filtered through 
the cotton walls And with the wind came the cold Forced to go out to see a 
tent pole that was giving way, I was rendered breathless by the fearful sight 
that met me The fresh dusty snow was flying in uninterrupted whirlwinds 
and the dark stormclouds, coming from the south-west, were racing madly 
across the sky I could hear them roaring as they broke more than 3,000ft 
above me against the rugged bastions of Everest, then invisible in the fog 
Like a fear-stnckcn beast I went back to hide In a few hours the white hnd 
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impalpable dust would penetrate everywhere and it was impossible to 
defend oneself against it With our caps pulled down to our eyes and with 
our sleeping-bags fastened around our necks for two nights and a day and 
for a further morning we cowered down and did not move In the intervals 
between squalls the harsh coughs of inflamed throats and bronchi could be 
heard in the various tents and these were the only signs of life, except that 
the indefatigable Sherpas, profiting by a brief calm during the first day, 
brought us something to drink 

Did we think? Scarcely, for altitude seals the brain One’s imagination is 
even less active, fortunately Rather, one is invaded by waves of vague 
feeling, a desire to leave everything to descend once and for all, to see grass 
and water and leaves once more, anxiety at the idea that if the snow was 
beginning to fall, the avalanches would not miss us, terror at the sudden 
thought that we might have been at the South Col or even higher. And then 
at moments, seen clearly through this maze of anxieties, the hope that the 
nightmare was about to end, that the sunlight would return, that all our 
chances were not extinguished The will to go on was still alive, deep down, 
fragile, threatened, but living like flames that one has to shield with both 
hands lest they die. 24 


By 24 May everything was ready for the first assault The party was 
Lambert, Flory, Aubert, Tenzing and six other Sherpas Then tactics were 
simple and clear - first, to establish Camp VI on the South Col, then to place 
Camp VII no lower than 27,500ft on the South East Ridge, and finally to 
push up the ndge as far as possible and perhaps to the summit itself 
Scarcely had they set out, however, than bad weather intervened and 
Lambert ordered a retreat He was justifiably afraid - afraid of the great 
unknown into which they were venturing, afraid that the mountain might 
destroy them all ‘The flanks of Everest are one of the places of the Earth 
where one is not ashamed of occasional fear,’ he admitted 25 Dittert, however, 
was annoyed - especially when the weather cleared up around midday 

After about an hour, one of the Sherpas could go no further His condition 
had been a cause of concern almost from the outset because he seemed to be 


suffering from a sudden recurrence of malaria Fortunately it was not too 
difficult for him to descend alone His load was shared out among the others 
At 11 30 a m they reached the equipment dump on the tiny platform of the 
Geneva Spur Here they rested for an hour and then, adding to their loads 
from the dump, continued then laborious ascent Hour followed hour and the 
crest of the ndge above seemed no nearer 

1 4 p m they had been on the climb for eight hours and the day was fast 
s ppmg by The cold grew intense and two more porters stopped, fearing 
° St Wanted to go down Tenzing, now occupying a dual role of 
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climber and sirdar, argued with them to go on, but Lambert felt sympathy for 
them They had done what they could, he argued, let them descend 
Nevertheless the loss of the two porters posed a serious problem Their 
loads could not be added to what the others were already carrying and though 
Lambert and Flory each took a tent, most of the gear had to be anchored to 
the ice slope for collection later Moreover, it was tricky work swapping loads 
around on such precarious footing and it is small wonder that a sleeping bag 
slipped from Aubert’s grasp and went sailing off into the wind, lost forever 
Night fell and sull they had not reached the elusive col The cold was now 
almost unbearable, sapping what little energy remained By 7 p m it became 
obvious that they would have to make a forced bivouac - but where could they 
bivouac on that terrible slope? Then fortune smiled on them The angle of the 
slope eased off and they were able to dig out two platforms in the snow on 
which to pitch their tents The tiny tents were each designed to hold one 
climber - or, at a squeeze, two That night one tent held three Swiss and the 
other, four Sherpas 

There was no room for sleeping bags The men just lay huddled together 
trying to obtain mutual warmth As the wind howled over the ndge, it seemed 
likely to blow both tents away into the Western Cwm, and Lambert, for his 
part, felt obliged to drive his ice axe into the snow and tie himself to it, just in 
case! Incredibly under the circumstances, Tenzing managed to brew some hot 
soup for everybody Nobody slept 

The night was endless [wrote Lambert], like the slope to which we were 
moored, like all dimensions in this terrible land Wc endured, we waited in 
pauencc, we breathed deeply in order to control our hearts, and we suffered 
the cold which at first froze our shins, and then penetrated slowly to take up 
its abode in our flesh 26 

They survived the bitter night and were relieved when the next morning 
dawned bnght and clear Two of the Sherpas went down to rescue the gear 
that had been abandoned on the previous day, and another stayed at the 
bivouac site to await their return The three Swiss and Tenzing continued the 
ascent towards the col At 10 a m they came out on the ndge and were able, at 
long last, to look down on the South Col, which lay 300 ft below them 
The wmd on the col was hke a raging fury and it took them two hours to get 
the tent up, the climbers crawling about on all fours, struggling with the 
wildly flapping canvas When the Sherpas came up, they were all in - all 
except the incredible Tenzing, who had been down to the bivouac to help the 
others and who, alone, went down twice more to bring up essential supplies 
Next morning, after the three Sherpas had set off back to Camp V, Lambert 
and Tenzing, followed by Flory and Aubert, turned their attention to the 
South East Ridge They earned only one tent and enough food for a day 
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The first obstacle was a large rock buttress which they climbed by means of 
a gully. Once on the ndge above the buttress they decided to camp (Camp 
VII) The height was about 27,500 ft 

With only one tent available it meant that two climbers would have to 
withdraw to the col and act as a support party Selflessly Flory and Aubert 
volunteered to do this They knew that next day Lambert and Tenzing would 
make a bid for the summit 

Lambert and Tenzing spent a miserable night in the little tent They had no 
sleeping bags, no Primus stove, very little food By using a candle flame they 
managed to melt a little ice m an empty tin to help relieve their raging thirst 
Of sleep there was no question It was hardly the ideal preparation for an 
assault on the world’s highest peak 

When dawn at last came, the two men crawled out to face a world in which 
the weather signs were ommous Nevertheless they decided to continue All 
they earned with them were three oxygen cylinders - enough for six hours 
The valves of their oxygen sets were too stiff for the climbers’ lungs to manage 
while actually climbing, which made the sets fairly useless, but on the other 
hand nobody knew for certain whether man could actually survive at 29,000 ft 
without additional oxygen 

They advanced up a route of mixed snow and rock Their progress was 
funereal, they were bent double with the labour, sometimes reduced to 
climbing on all fours Mists drifted over them, and the occasional snow 
shower, adding to the already unreal nature of the world created by their 
numbed brains Through a gap m the weather they saw that they were higher 
than Lhotse’s summit 

At 11 am they came out onto the ndge crest, keeping away from the 
cornices which they instinctively knew would overhang the east, one false step 
and they might plunge thousands of feet to the Kangshung Glacier Fortun- 
ately, the climbing was not technically difficult and the angle of the slope quite 
moderate 

Nevertheless, the lack of air was telling more at every yard They were 
forced to use the oxygen every three steps, and progress was slower than ever. 
Through another rent in the mist Lambert suddenly saw the top of then ndge 
— the South Summit — about 650 ft above them It seemed almost near enough 
to touch Yet Lambert knew they weren’t going to make it, became the 
previous 650 ft had taken them five hours They turned to descend 
Lambert and Tenzing had reached a height of 28,210 ft It was higher than 
anyone had ever climbed before 

On 29 May a second assault was launched on the mountain It comprised 
men, Roch, Asper, Hofstetter, Chevalley and five Sherpas Only two of the 
erpas, Sarki and Mingma Done, were willing to stay at the South Col, and 
u arrived there m a state of collapse Roch, too, was in a bad way. an 
injury to his nbs, suffered just before the expedition set out, was taking its 
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toll At the col itself conditions were unbearable, with intense cold and high, 
nerve-racking winds 

For three nights Dittert’s party remained on the col, hoping against hope 
that conditions would become calm enough to let them make an assault But 
really it was never on Their strength was rapidly ebbing they had been too 
high too long, and when the weather finally did improve on 1 June, they 
realized that they must seize the opportunity, not to go higher, but to go 
down One look at the hollow shells that were now his companions convinced 
Dittert that they had pushed themselves to the edge of disaster He realized 
that he and his companions must get down to Camp V while they still had 
some small margin of strength It was a nightmare descent, and they were 
forced to bivouac on the ledge of the Geneva Spur - an open bivouac, but the 
Gods were land and the night was surprisingly mild Next day they tumbled, 
utterly exhausted, into Camp V and the waiting arms of Lambert 
Within twenty-four hours they were sufficiently recovered to begin the 
withdrawal from the Western Cwm With heavy loads and heavy hearts they 
plunged down the slopes, wanting nothing more than to flee the mountain 
Down past Camps IV and III, down past Camp II and down through the 
Icefall to Advanced Base, Camp I Only when they were free from Everest did 
they stop their headlong flight 
The Swiss cxpcdiuon to Everest was over 

But m the autumn they were back. They had to be 1952 was their year for 
Everest, and they had come so close to victory in the spring that they felt 
impelled to give it one more try Next year was to be the turn of the British, 
and after that, the French it seemed impossible that the mountain could 
hold out so long 

Dittert was unable to be present in the autumn, and the leadership passed to 
Gabriel Chevalley, a doctor Only he and the indefaugable Raymond Lambert 
returned to the mountain for the second time in a year The other members 
were Arthur Spdhcl, Gustave Gross, Ernest Reiss, Jean Busio and Norman 
Dyhrcnfurth, son of Oscar Dyhrenfurth who had led so many pre-war 
Himalayan expcdiuons Dyhrenfurth was technically an American citizen, but 
was invited nevertheless, not only for his climbing ability - and his parentage 
— but also because he was an experienced film maker 

In the matter of equipment, the Swiss had learned some valuable lessons 
from their experiences in the spring and had put them into effect with 
remarkable speed The closed-circuit oxygen system they had been using, 
which was lightweight but useless, was abandoned, and they took instead 
some 300,000 litres of oxygen m bottles which held 400 and 600 litres and was 
used on the open principle They also abandoned the radio links they had 
earned in the spring The reindeer-hide boots, which had proved so warm, 
they retained The main problem was that nobody knew quite just how cold it 
might be on Everest in autumn, but the Swiss provided themselves with 
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enough gear for any eventuality The weight of gear rose 50 per cent over the 
spring total - IVi metric tons as against 5 - and the number of porters 
increased correspondingly The number of Sherpas who had been allocated 
the dangerous job of keeping the Icefail route open were augmented by eight 
more Tenzing, again the sirdar, was also officially declared to be a member of 
the climbing team 

The Swiss were taking no chances as far as preparation and equipment 
were concerned, yet gambling everything on the unknown post-monsoon 
season, for though Shipton had made a post-monsoon reconnaissance, nobody 
had tried actually to climb Everest m the autumn It doesn’t sound much, yet 
it was a tremendous leap in the dark, adding a whole new dimension to the 
problem. 

Almost from the outset the expedition was dogged by bad luck and 
ill-health Chevalley himself was ill for much of the time and his leadership 
seemed to suffer as a consequence The approach march was made under 
abominable weather conditions and two porters died from exposure Morale 
among Sherpas and climbers alike was never high, and it sank lower as time 
went on Only Lambert and Tenzing seemed to have any appetite for the job 
__ in hand 

But the Icefail was overcome and camps pushed forward up the Western 
Cwm Camp V at the head of the Cwm was some 600 ft lower than m spring 
which meant that there was a vertical height of over 3,500 ft between the camp 
and the South Col - an impossible climb for laden porters at that altitude. 

Nevertheless, Chevalley chose to attack the same route as Dittert had used 
in spring, even though he must have realized that it was the choice of this 
route, with its lack of places for an intermediate camp, that had been Dittert’s 
major tactical error Later, Chevalley wrote this about his decision 

I was never very enthusiastic about the immediate adoption of this tactic- 
the direct route to the Eperon by way of the main slope It must be said that 
we envisaged this and adopted it tactically at Zurich and that it was precisely 
for this route that such a great length of rope had been brought Neverthe- 
less, the primordial criterion determining the route to follow ought to be the 
possibility of an intermediate camp, and from the first a route by the Lhotse 
glacier appeared to me very promising in this respect, as compared with the 
present one I regret that my delay did not allow me to proceed, on the spot, 
to a searching and objective examination of the situation, I also regret 
having omitted or deferred opening a definite discussion of this subject on 
my first arrival at Camp IV Later on, taking into consideration the 
establishment of Camp V below that m the spring, and m view of the 
argument for an ascent route effectively secured by stepeuttmg and a 
continuous fixed rope, with no real certainty of favourable conditions on the 
otse glacier, it was difficult for me to bring the operation to a halt, to 
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reverse tactics and seek a new and unknown route The fact is that, while in 
the spring the first day’s reconnaissance got as far as the ‘depot’ and that the 
necessary section of fixed rope was placed in a single day thereafter, two 
days progress has this nine scarcely reached to two-thirds of the distance to 
the upper rock island which is still well below the ‘depot’ There are several 
reasons for this we start out from a camp some 500 to 600 feet lower than 
previously, the base of the slope is sheer ice, and because of the conditions 
of the snow, safety requires the cutting of steps and the fixing of a 
continuous rope from the bottom to the top of the slope 27 

He excused himself by claiming that he never really intended to use the 
route for the mam attack, but merely as a reconnaissance For what? Why 
waste valuable energy and time on something which was known to be 
impracucable? It was now the end of October, and one suspects that after a 
month on the mountain the responsibility, sickness and total lack of morale in 
the team had made Chevalley less than decisive 
Then on the 3 1st a serious accident occurred Four ropes set out from Camp 
V to climb up towards the Geneva Spur when some splinters of ice came 
whistling down the slopes The climbers ducked such things are not 
uncommon and usually do no damage if the pieces are small, but by unlucky 
chance the Sherpa Mrngma Done was hit in the face and neck Chevalley, who 
was on the rope below, went at once to the rescue, and he, together with the 
four other Sherpas comprising the two ropes affected, managed to get the 
injured man to the foot of the slopes 

There were still two ropes up ahead, climbing The top one consisted of two 
Sherpas led by Spdhel, and the second of the three Sherpas Whether the 
latter were unnerved by the accident to Mingma Dorje, or whether there was a 
double stroke of fate, they slipped out of their steps and went slithering and 
tumbling 600 ft to the foot of the slopes Incredibly, they did not come to 
much harm One had a broken collar bone, but the other two had only minor 
cuts and contusion They were, however, badly unnerved by their experience 
and were of little further use to the expedition But Mrngma Dorje, the 
original victim, was in a bad way A splinter of ice had pierced one of his lungs 
and despite all that Chevalley could do he died of his injuries shortly after 

Mingma Dorje was buned at the foot of the mountain, between Camps IV 
and V Twenty-five years of age, he had been one of the more promising of the 
Sherpas, and one of the twd men who had stayed with Dittert at the South Col 
m spring He was the first victim to die on Everest since Maunce Wilson, 
almost twenty years earlier 

Chevalley now tried something he should have done earlier He sent 
reconnaissance parties up the Lhotse Glacier to see whether there was an 
easier way of reaching the South Col — the route Andnf Roch had advocated in 
spring The going proved not too difficult and there were places for 


293 



Chapter 12 


intermediate camps In due course Camps VI and VII were set up on the 
glacier and on 19 November Lambert, Reiss, Tenzing and seven Sherpas 
reached the South Col 

There they spent a bitter night The temperature m the tents was thirty 
below zero and the wind howled across the col at sixty miles per hour 

Next mor nin g they set off for the ridge The wind had scarcely abated and 
the cold was still intense Fumbling forward it took them an hour just to cross 
the width of the col They climbed a little higher, but already they knew they 


were beaten 

Winter had arrived, and its bitter wmds had blown away the last Swiss 
hopes of being the first to climb Everest 

Though they had failed to climb the mountam, by their courage and 
determination the Swiss had demonstrated that the Khumbu route was 
feasible and relauvely safe Nobody had been injured m the dreaded Icefall 
and the death of Mingma Dorje was sheer bad luck The Swiss had, however, 
made several mistakes, and m spring at least these had cost them the summit 

For one thing their timing was wrong Lambert and Tenzing arrived at the 
South Col about a week too early during the spring assault - ironically when 
the pre-monsoon calm arrived the Swiss were back m Namche Bazar - and 
they were two or three weeks too late m reaching the col during the autumn 
period Once the post-monsoon calm gives way to the winter winds, climbing 
on Everest becomes intolerable 

Then, too, the closed-circuit oxygen sets were a big disappointment The 
advantage of this system is that it recycles the oxygen, thereby domg away 
with the need to carry large numbers of gas cylinders, and the Swiss apparatus 
weighed only 5 ’Alb Though it worked perfectly at lower altitudes, the 
climbers discovered that above 23,000 ft the resistance of the valves was too 
great A positive effort was needed to breathe through the thing - and you 
can’t make a positive effort when your whole being is concentrated on the 
agony of stumbling forward a few more feet 

No doubt in the spring Camp VII should have been placed higher up the 
ndge, but that is a fairly academic question in view of the lack of logistical 
support by the time it was estabhshed The real fault — and thi s was 


misjudgement on Dittert s part — was in trying to establish a camp on the 
South Col direct from Camp V, without any intermediate camp It was a 
verucal height of more than 4,000 ft - from 22,639 ft to 26,854 ft - which is far 
too much at those altitudes for a single day, especially for porters 
The Swiss were the real pioneers of post-war Everest, and like so many of 
eir kind they suffered a pioneers’ fate failure 

Audley Street, London, the British were stirring 
e ves into an agonizing re-appraisal of the whole situation 
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The disappointment suffered by the British at being denied an attempt 
Everest in 1952 was tempered somewhat by the realization that they were 
really ready for it Some equipment had been tried out during the reconnai 
ance and on the whole found to be satisfactory, but nothing had been done 
the vital question of oxygen equipment or physiology 
There was also the question of suitable personnel For a full scale assault 
Everest more climbers would be required than were needed for the reconnai 
ance Where were they to come from? Tew young British climbers had a 
experience of the Himalaya, and even Alpine experience was still i 
common, as Britain dragged herself out of a gloomy period of post-v 
austerity in which foreign travel was greatly limited by currency rcstnctio 
Such impetus as existed seemed to be coming from Oxbridge, where Ti 
Bourdillon and his friends were seeking to raise the standard of Brit 
Alpinism to that of the best Continental climbers Yet there did not seem to 
any British climbers to compare with continental aces such as Hermann Bu 
Gaston Rebuffat and Lionel Terray No British mountaineers had attempt 
much less climbed, the great North Walls of the Matterhorn or Eiger - am 
they had the Himalayan Committee would have been mildly shocked, like 
elderly aunt seeing her mece’s panties for the first time Such desperate dm 
were still regarded with deep suspidon by the British climbing Est; 
lishment 1 

In truth, it was a period of transition The great groundswell of post-v 
British climbing was beginning to surge up from the dark gritstone edges 
the north, lapping over the steep cliffs of Wales, its devotees contemptuous 
the standards of their predecessors But it was only a groundswell - it had i 
yet smashed in full fury against the Alpine north walls If the Himalaj 
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Committee were conscious of this new wave, they chose to ignore it Then- 
selection for Everest was to be firmly rooted m the traditional recruiting 
grounds of the old, long-established clubs, particularly the Alpine Club, the 
universities and the services 1953 was to see not only the climax of the long 
Everest saga but the final flowering of the Old Guard 

The Cho Oyu expedition m 1952, undertaken at the time the Swiss were 
making their spring assault, was meant as a practice run for Everest The peak 
seemed eminently suitable it is 26,857 ft high and is a close neighbour of 
Everest, lying at the head of the next valley to the west 

Unfortunately, the best approach to the summit (and the route by which it 
was eventually climbed) lay just over the border in Tibet and Shipton, the 
leader, did not feel inclined to risk the chance of a brush with the Chinese 
Communists Consequently, only a light attack was mounted - with a base 
camp just on the Nepalese side of the border - and it was almost bound to fail, 
as it did 

Here again Shipton was perhaps bemg over-cautious, as he later admitted 
Edmund Hillary certainly thought so as he pointed out, even if the Chinese 
were in that part of Tibet (which was by no means certain) they would hardly 
bother to come up to 18,000 ft on a barren glacier, and so the risk of detection 
was slight But the leader of a party sees things differently from those with less 
responsibility, and it could be that Shipton had in the back of his mind the 
possible political implicauons that a brush with the Communists might create 
- if Nepal were to be embarrassed, for example, she might retaliate by 
cancelling permission to climb Everest in 1953 And no thin g could be allowed 
to jeopardize that 

So the Cho Oyu expedition broke up mto parties gomg their separate ways 
The two New Zealanders, Hillary and George Lowe, took the opportunity to 
make the first crossing of the Nup La by the incredible Gyubanare icefall, and 
then to make a rapid trip down the West Rongbuk Glacier to the main 
Rongbuk Glacier, and up the East Rongbuk Glacier to the north side of 
Everest It was partly a romantic desire to see the classic route of the old 
pre-war expeditions, partly a vague plan to climb Changtse which came to 
nothing Once across the Nup La, of course, they were entirely in Tibet, but 
they were more womed about getting back before the weather broke than they 
were about Communist soldiers The whole sortie was brilliantly executed by 
these two very strong New Zealanders It was this sortie, too, which inspired 
Woody Sayre to make his own expedition in 1962 (see Chapter 11) 

Later still, the two New Zealanders joined Shipton and Charles Evans m a 
sweep to the east of the Everest massif, to the great Barun Glacier, which 
drains a wide area below the peak of Makaiu They were able to find a way 
north to the fronuer ndge, overlooking the Kangshung Glacier, with its 
dramauc views of the stupendous East Face of Everest This was probably the 
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col which Howard-Bury had reached from the opposite direction during the 
reconnaissance of 1921, and it was a minor landmark m Everest exploration, 
for it completed the last link in the circumnavigation of the mountain There 
was now no possible approach to Everest that had not been travelled at least 
once by the explorer-mountaineers The completion of the chain had taken 
thirty-one years 

This was Shipton at his best - the brilliant penctrauon of a blank on the 
map - and the thing he was happiest in doing But it wasn’t what he had been 
asked to do - or rather, what was expected of him He was expected to climb 
Cho Oyu, or at least have a good try His failure to press home the attack, 
combined with a similar failure on the Khumbu Icefall in 1951, began to sow 
seeds of doubt amongst the members of the Himalaya Committee As it turned 
out, the Cho Oyu expediuon was a test not so much of men and equipment as 
of Enc Shipton 

If not the mountain, what then did the Cho Oyu expedition achieve? As an 
exercise in team building it was not without merit, for though not all the 
members of the Cho Oyu team eventually went to Everest, and not all the 
members of the Everest team had been on the Cho Oyu expedition, there was 
a solid nucleus who had been on both, and significantly, perhaps, these were 
the men who went highest on Everest 

Attached to the party for the purposes of physiological research with 
particular reference to acclimatizauon was Dr L G C Pugh of the Medical 
Research Council, whose expenses of £600 were met by the Royal Society Pugh 
laboured under considerable difficulucs he was dealing with a bunch of 
individuals whose sole aim was to climb a mountain and who, on the whole, 
cared nothing for test tubes or statistics ‘Many opportunities for systemauc 
research on physiology and equipment were wasted because the party had not 
been fully briefed before departure,’ he complained later ‘When Cho Oyu 
had been abandoned, the party had no inclination to undertake systemauc 
work ’ 2 

Nevertheless, Pugh achieved valuable results, summed up by Michael 
Ward thus 

this was the most important Expediuon from the scientific point of view 
On it Griff Pugh solved the vital problems necessary for the ascent These 
involved invesugauons on 0 2 uptake, clothing, fuel etc He wrote a report 
to the MRC [Medical Research Council] which had a very restricted 
circulation All this scientific work was really separate from the moun- 
taineers - and a good thing too! 3 

On his return to London Pugh, with two other expediuon members, 
Campbell Secord and Alfred Gregory, outlined their views to the Himalayan 
Committee 
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1 Fitness essential - important to select 1953 team now and give them every 
chance to climb together and get to know each other well in advance of 
departure. 

2 Oxygen should be given highest priority — should be tested post-monsoon 
(1952) in Himalaya m readiness 

3 Cho Oyu equipment too haphazard All Everest clothing must be fitted to 
selected individuals well before departure 

And must check back on previous experience In the past many mistakes 
made by previous parties had been repeated 

4 Hygiene important Sherpa huts and unclean cooking must be avoided. 
(This caused trouble on Cho Oyu; Swiss apparendy had no such 
trouble ) 

5 Illness could affect acclimatization A man who appeared to acclimatize 
badly should not be rejected out of hand - he could yet go high 

6 Journey through Nepal insufficient for the blood changes of acclimatiza- 
tion 36 days were needed Everest team should go a month ahead and 
acclimatize in the foothills at 15,000 ft and as much above as conditions 
permitted 

7 Pugh favours closed-circuit oxygen and says it’s urgent to start work on 
this Shipton has said oxygen will be essential above the South Col 
Pugh* ‘it was clear that having regard to the lower level of fitness and 
mountaineering experience of any British party, that only the very best 
oxygen equipment could enable us to put up a better performance than 
the Swiss ,4 

The Committee agreed that the team members and reserves should have an 
opportunity of train in g together m the Alps in the following January, and 
some preliminary Himalayan training in March, before the actual assault on 
Everest This would take care of points 1,5 and 6 put forward by Pugh They 
also agreed to look into the question of oxygen 
Then, for the first time, the question of leadership arose Until that moment 
everybody had assumed that Shipton would lead the British assault on Everest 
in 1953, including Shipton himself But it was not that clear-cut In December 
1951, after his return from the reconnaissance, the Committee had invited him 
to lead an assault on the mountain in 1952 but because of the Swiss attempts 
that assault never took place and the ‘tr ainin g’ expedition to Cho Oyu had 
replaced it, which, as we have seen, Shipton duly led Everyone seems to have 
assumed the offer would extend mto 1953 Shipton was leader by tacit 
consent In any case, his standing and experience as a Himalayan mountaineer 
was immeasurably greater than that of anyone else available 
The Committee decided to discuss who should lead the 1953 expedition 
s ould Shipton not befit Seven names were considered, but a preference was 
expressed for military officers because they were readily released from duty 
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and were likely to have organizing ability Three names were noted in 
particular John Hunt, Jimmy Roberts and Charles Wylie But the Committee 
decided to make no decision until Shipton returned from Nepal 
‘Should Shipton not be fit’ - Shipton, the man who could live off next to 
nothing in the mountains and still carry out a rigorous campaign, and had 
hardly had a day’s illness in his life! One can only assume that this preliminary 
discussion by the Committee was some roundabout skating on thin ice 
Confidence in Shipton’s ability to make a successful attempt on Everest was 
waning, but the Committee were not >et ready to take the plunge They knew 
that to sack Shipton would land them in deep, icy water 
There were two mam reasons for this Though Shipton was something of an 
introvert, a shy man m unfamiliar company, because of his books and lectures 
he was immensely popular with the general public, and it is never a good idea 
to alienate the public, especially if they arc going to be asked for funds 
Secondly, and more immediately important, Shipton’s sheer ability in the 
mountains, together with his lack of cant or humbug, generated admiration 
and loyalty among his team members To alienate them might have a 
disastrous effect on the expedition’s morale 

Yet the pressure on the Committee for success in 1953 was enormous The 
Swiss had almost pulled it off, and it was obvious that Everest would be 
climbed, and soon Already the mountain was allocated to the French in 1954 
and the Swiss again in 1955 It would be a long time before the British could 
try again, and by then it would almost certainly be too late Only the first umc 
counts 5 

There was, too, a rather special reason for wanting success Britain had a 
new Queen who was due to be crowned in Westminster Abbey in June 1953 
The ascent of Everest would make a splendid Coronation gift the finest 
possible herald to the New Elizabethan Age everyone was talking about To 
fail would be an appalling letdown 

Never before had it been so essential to have the right leader 
On 28 July, a week after Shipton returned to England, the Himalayan 
Committee met to hear his report on Cho Oyu and to make plans for Everest 
The question of leadership was paramount in everyone’s mind Shipton 
thought that the Committee — like everyone else — had assumed be would lead 
the expediuon, but he also sensed that this time there was no room for fadure 
and that his own capacity for ruthlessness was in quesuon There had been 
straws m the wind, whispers - others had heard them, and Shipton must have 
heard them too, albeit at second hand In an extraordinary banng of the 
breast, be decided to make his position quite clear to the Committee 

It was clear that the Committee assumed that I would lead the expediuon 
I had, however, given a good deal of thought to the matter, and felt it right 
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to voice certain possible objections Having been to Everest five times, I 
undoubtedly had a great deal more experience of the mountain and of 
climbing at extreme altitudes than anyone else, also, m the past year I had 
been closely connected, practically and emotionally, with the new aspect of 
the venture On the other hand, long mvolvement with an unsolved 
problem can easily produce rigidity of outlook, a slow response to new 
ideas, and it is often the case that a man with fewer inhibitions is better 
equipped to tackle it than one with greater expenence I had more reason 
than most to take a realistic view of the big element of luck mvolved, and 
this was not conducive to bounding optimism Was it not time, perhaps, to 
hand over to a younger man with a fresh outlook'* Moreover, Everest had 
become the focus of greatly inflated publicity and of keen international 
competition, and there were many who regarded success in the coming 
attempt to be of high national importance My well-known dislike of large 
expeditions and my abhorrence of a competitive element in mountaineering 
might well seem out of place in the present situation 

I asked the Committee to consider these points very carefully before 
deciding the question of leadership and then left them while they did so 6 

This only confirmed the Committee’s worst fears It was hardly the fighting 
speech of a determined leader 

While Shipton was out of the room the Committee discussed what they had 
heard, and possible altemauve leaders The names of John Hunt and Jimmy 
Roberts were prominent m these talks, but m the end the Committee decided 
on a classic British compromise — that Shipton’s expenence was too valuable to 
waste and he should be made overall leader of the expedition in the same way 
as Wyss-Dunant was overall leader of the recent Swiss attempt, but that there 
should be a separate Assault Leader or Deputy Leader for the actual attempt 
on the summit 

When Shipton rejoined the meeting he was told of the decision, m which he 
concurred, stating that he preferred the term Deputy Leader to Assault 
Leader, and proposing Dr Charles Evans for the job This sudden proposal 
must have taken the Committee aback - they had their own ideas as to who 
should be Deputy Leader - but they agreed They also agreed to defer for the 
time being the actual definition of the two roles - who should do what 7 
Undoubtedly at this point m the meeting Shipton considered the question 
of Leader and Deputy Leader settled They went on to discuss team 
members Hillary, Lowe, Ayres (another New Zealander) and Gregory were 
the men Shipton wanted most, but he thought Bourdillon’s ice craft was 
suspect and agreed to take him only because he was an oxygen expert 
Riddiford, who had been on the 1951 reconnaissance, was ruled out because 
e had sciatica No other names were discussed, but it was felt that the age 
range should be twenty-five to thirty-five 
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They also agreed to set up a small subcommittee of Pugh, Bourdillon and 
Wing Commander Roxburgh (of the Institute of Aviation Medicine), to 
pursue the oxygen question Pugh wanted closed-circuit sets, but it seemed 
unlikely that these could be perfected in time and so it was decided that every 
effort was to be made to improve the open-circuit sets in time On this 
occasion no pnma-donna purists would be tolerated everyone had to learn to 
use oxygen, whether they liked it or not This, perhaps more than anything 
else, illustrates how different the atutude of 1953 was from that of 1933 
It was also agreed that Alfred Gregory would be in charge of an autumn 
training programme, but Shipton turned down the idea of a scientific team 
from the Bnush Museum being attached to the cxpcdiuon 
The Committee felt that there was so much to see to, so many details, that a 
full-time organizer was required as soon as possible Ideally this should be the 
Deputy Leader, but if Evans wasn’t readily free the job could be fanned out to 
someone else Colonel John Hunt was available 
Henry Cecil John Hunt was bom in Simla on 22 June 1910 His father, also 
Cecil, was an Army officer and something of a mountaineer - he had actually 
climbed with Edward Whymper, the conqueror of the Matterhorn Young 
John followed his father (who was killed in action m 1914) in both profession 
and pursuit He was good at both He came top of his year at the Sandhurst 
Military Academy, gaining the Anson Memorial Sword and King's Medal He 
began climbing in the Alps at the age of fifteen (his first ascent was the traverse 
of Piz Palu) and while serving in India m 1935 he made the first ascent of the 
South Buttress of Kohlahoi and took part m a spirited lightweight attack on 
Saltoro Kangri (25,400 ft) in the Karakorum, getung to within a thousand feet 
of the top On the strength of this he was invited to take part in the 1936 
Everest expcdiuon, but failed on health grounds 8 
Then came the war, followed by post-war service in Europe when he 
climbed mostly with French mountaineers and became a member of the 
G H M , an elite French club By 1952 his experience extended over ten 
alpine seasons and five Himalayan expeditions, but, though he had been 
elected to the Alpine Club in 1935, he was not part of the British climbing 
establishment and was virtually unknown in this country 9 

However, he did have a friend at court Basil Goodfcllow was Secretary to 
the Himalayan Committee, Secretary of the Alpine Club, and himself a keen 
Himalayan man He had met Hunt in the Swiss Valais the previous summer 
and they had done a number of the classic routes together - ‘this was an 
important factor laBRG’s advocacy, I think,’ says Hunt 10 He considered 
Hunt to be a ‘terrific Thruster’ and was determined to have him as leader, for 
the final assault if nothing else 

_ This m turn suited Claude Elliott, Cha i r man of the Himalayan Co mmi ttee 
and President of the Alpine Club Elliott didn’t know Hunt, but he didn’t like 
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Shipton and he seized on Goodfellow’s ‘discovery’ like a drowning man 
clutching a life raft On 29 July, the day following the Committee meeting, he 
wrote to Hunt asking him whether he would be available as Assault Leader 
and possibly London organizer He explained that an Assault Leader was 
necessary because Shipton’s age made it unlikely he would go high on the 
mountain Shipton, in fact, was only three years older than Hunt 
A week later Elliott wrote to fellow Committee member Kirwan 

I wish we had been able to get this information earlier before Shipton 
fixed up with Evans, but I hope that Shipton will invite Hunt and that H 
will accept I am more and more convmced that a thruster like him is 
needed, but as T G.L says, much would have to depend on Evans’ tact 11 

Kirwan, too, was in favour of Hunt, and he wrote back 

I am sure that we should have him whether we get Wylie or not, but I am 
equally sure that the proper title and position for him would be as Deputy 
Leader instead of Evans This would be justified on grounds of his age and 
general experience, and I am perfectly sure that Evans would fall in with 
this 

Shipton’s position as leader above Hunt is equally well justified by long 
experience of Everest itself (which Hunt has not) and by his more extensive 
Himalayan experience generally Beyond that, there seems to be no need for 
further definition of roles Anyone who can go high, presumably will, and 
no doubt, the more the merrier 

If the above were approved Hunt would have a definite role with the 
proper prestige attached and his relation with Shipton clearly defined by 
the title He would act for the leader on a number of occasions during 
the preparatory period when doubtless we shall not see Eric at all! We have 
of course to sell this to Shipton but he is more and more co min g round 
towards Hunt If he agrees, then the somewhat difficult and nebulous title 
of Organizer will drop out for good 12 

A few days later he wrote to Elliott again 

I discussed with Goodfellow and Shipton the position as regards Hunt 
and Goodfellow has written him a letter expl ainin g the situation and asking 
him if he could come over for a talk with Shipton and myself Shipton seems 
quite opposed to H being made Deputy Leader He still seems to be a little 
afraid of what he has heard about Hunt’s temperament and feels this would 
matter less if he had the position of Organizer and just an ordinary member 
of the expedition, than if he was Deputy Leader and in control of his party 
It is very difficult to argue about this without knowing Hunt, and it seems to 
me that Goodfellow must be the judge, but I think it’s a pity that the scheme 
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outlined m my letter has not been found acceptable Goodfellow and I both 
agree that if Hunt goes on the expedition m any role except Deputy Leader, 
then his functions must be fairly defined and he should be made aware of all 
the snags beforehand 13 

Their correspondence shows that both Elliott and Kirwan were by now 
much in favour of Hunt as Deputy Leader or Assault Leader The extraordin- 
ary thing is that neither man had ever met Hunt or knew anything more about 
him than what Goodfellow had told them 

Meanwhile Goodfellow had actually sent Hunt a telegram inviting him to 
come over from Germany and discuss things with Shipton Hunt ‘nearly 
jumped over the moon’ 14 

But the meeting didn’t go well To some extent they were talking at 
cross-purposes, for Shipton thought he was interviewing Hunt for the job of 
Organizing Secretary, whereas Hunt thought he was to be Deputy Leader, 
and said so This was something Shipton could not accept - he had already 
nominated Charles Evans for that job So Hunt withdrew and Charles Wylie, 
another Army officer, was made Organizing Secretary He and Shipton 
established an expedition HQ at the Royal Geographical Society and began 
work 

Naturally enough, Elliott and Goodfellow found this outcome less than 
satisfactory They were determined that Hunt should be appointed m a senior 
capacity, even if it meant the removal of Shipton altogether 
The crunch came at the Committee meeting of 11 September ‘I was 
surprised to find that the first item on the agenda was the “Deputy Leader- 
ship”,’ wrote Shipton later, ‘and still more so when I was asked to go out of 
the room while this was discussed ,1S 

No wonder he was puzzled He thought the question of Deputy Leader had 
been agreed (it had), and in any case the Leader of an expedition should surely 
be present at any discussion about his Deputy 

Meanwhile, in the Committee, Elliott (who was Chairman) reported that 
strong representations had been made that the leadership of the expedition 
should be strengthened He did not say who had made these representations, 
but it provoked a lengthy discussion, the outcome of which was that John 
Hunt was appointed Co-leader, with special responsibility for organization in 
London and the final assault on the peak 
The meeting temporarily adjourned while Elhott, Wordle (of the R G S ) 
and Goodfellow broke the news to Shipton 

Shipton was flabbergasted In his memoirs he wrote 

Then, for the first time, it dawned on me that there must have been a 
great deal of backdoor diplomacy since the last meeting, of which I had been 
totally unaware It seemed particularly strange to me that I should have 
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been expected to accept the proposal, especially remembering the views 
expressed the previous wmter on the subject of jomt leadership by most of 
the Committee and myself 16 

He meant, of course, the breakdown of negotiations with the Swiss on the 
question of leadership, during the discussions for a joint Anglo-Swiss 
expedition m 1952 (pp 279-80), but this was merely a red herring rather 
pathetic point-scoring by a man still bewildered by the unfortunate events of 
nearly two decades ago 

‘The influences which caused the Committee’s volte face are still obscure,’ 
he wrote This must surely be self-deception, for the chief influence was Enc 
Shipton 17 

A more astute political mind than Shipton’s would have seen the signs long 
before that traumatic Committee meeting, and would have adapted according- 
ly or withdrawn earlier. But there is no evidence to suggest that Shipton 
sensed any of this - and a lot to suggest that he regarded the Everest 
expedition as just another mountaineering adventure. It was this easy-gomg 
attitude which was his final downfall* he wouldn’t, perhaps couldn’t, adapt to 
the urgency of the situation. 

Ingnd Cranfield, in a profile of John Hunt, summed it up admirably ‘to 
Hunt an “assault” on the mountain merely meant a concerted, military-style 
operation, whereas to Shipton “assault” sounded more like a criminal 
offence ’ 18 

When the Committee reconvened, after about an hour, Shipton told them 
that he could not accept Co-leadership with Hunt, nor could he agree to Hunt 
being Deputy Leader He was, however, prepared to resign if the Committee 
felt this was in the best interest of the expedition 

He again withdrew while the Committee considered this, and he was away 
for more than an hour When he returned it was to the inevitable decision His 
resignation had been accepted and John Hunt had been appointed Leader in 
his place The Committee urged him to remain as an ordinary member of the 
expedition, but Shipton, not unnaturally, declined 
The reaction on the part of the climbing world to the sacking of Shipton 
alternated between incredulity and anger. Hillary disapproved — to him it 
smacked of changing horses in mid-stream, and anyway, he said, ‘Everest 
without Shipton won’t be the same ’ Young Tom Bourdillon, who had been to 
Cho Oyu and was the expert on oxygen equipment for the forthcoming 
expedition, felt so strongly about it that he withdrew his name, and agreed to 
reconsider only after considerable persuasion by Shipton himself Charles 
Evans also protested, as did Jack Longland (of the 1933 expedition) 

o strong and adverse was the publicity that at the next meeting of the 
mnuttee, a fortnight later, Elliott thought it necessary to reaffirm their 
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decision and opened the whole question once again Two members, Wager 
(who had been on the 1933 expedition) and Kirwan, had not been present 
when Shipton was sacked, and they strongly disapproved Kirwan, though in 
favour of Hunt leading the assault, thought the pnee too high 
But how could they go back on their decision without making themselves 
look foolish, creating further confusion and possibly seeing the whole 
expedition dissolve in acrimony and dissent? They couldn’t, and when it came 
to the vote Hunt was reaffirmed as leader by six votes to two 
Ironically perhaps, Charles E\ans was confirmed as Deputy Leader 
Though Shipton resolutely refused to be a member of Hunt’s team he did 
agree to help the expedition during the planning stages to refuse would have 
appeared too dog-in the manger Nevertheless, he was a badly shaken man, 
his self-esteem was bruised beyond repair and, rather sadly, he never really 
accepted the validity of the arguments for his dismissal 
In the five years that followed, Eric Shipton went through a senes of 
personal cnscs he was divorced, lost his job as Warden of Eskdalc Outward 
Bound School and ended up as a labourer for the Forestry Commission It 
was almost by chance that his interest m mountain exploration was rekindled 
when his exploits m Patagonia re-established his reputauon as one of the 
greatest mountain explorers of all time 19 
What of the new leader? Hunt, a kindly man, given to seeing the other 
fellow’s point of view, was dismayed by the manner in which he had been 
appointed leader, and it left permanent mental scars ‘This is a slightly (for me') 
embarrassing matter to write about, even 25+ years after the event!’ he wrote 
m a recent letter 20 

Dismayed though he was, he never for a moment let his eye stray from the 
target, which was the ascent of Everest In a letter introducing himself to 
Hillary (who was in New Zealand) and commenting upon the Shipton affair, 
he wrote "However, you will, I am sure, agree with me that there is only one 
way of looking at it - we must go ahead with the planning with a firm 
detenmnauon to get to the top ’ 2I 

He brought to the task a military precision which would have been 
anathema to Shipton, and a positive genius for organization He was, wrote 
James Moms, who accompanied the expedition as the Times correspondent, 
‘authority and responsibility incarnate 22 And yet, if he ran the expediuon 
like a large scale mili tary operanon, he did so from the conviction that it 
would achieve the desired result - not from any liking for such methods Like 
Shipton, he preferred the small intimate expediuon, but unlike Shipton he 
grasped at once the realities of the present situauon Victory was of paramount 
importance - a discussion on ethics could come later 

Every account of the 1953 expediuon stresses the efficiency of its organ- 
izauon This was undoubtedly the fruit of Hunt’s military training, and yet it 
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would be false to assume that Hunt himself was the archetypal pre-war British 
officer. Despite his military upper-middle-class background, his political 
views were towards the left, and he had even written a tract called ‘I am a 
Revolutionary’ - hardly par for the course at Camberlcy 1 

In a sense, the leadership of the Everest expedition was thrust upon him and 
under circumstances which made the task doubly difficult Not only had he to 
climb the mountain, he had to overcome the massive prejudice against him for 
supplanting Shipton Had he failed, both he and the Committee would have 
been easy prey for the waiting critics 

The new leader took up his duties officially on 9 October and by 5 
November had produced a senes of papers which, taken together, amounted 
to a detailed draft plan for a successful assault on Everest They were 
characterized by meticulous attention to detail and though Hunt stressed to 
the Committee that the final form of the plan could be worked out pragmatic- 
ally only on the mountain itself, m fact only minor changes were made 
The plan was structured to allow three attempts on the summit on 
successive days Hunt calculated that two attempts might not be enough, 
while more than three would be impracticable m terms of resources and the 
debilitating effects of having men so high for so long To achieve this he 
reckoned on a team of ten climbers, supported by an adequate number of 
Sherpas 

With the leadership issue settled the work of selecting the team could 
proceed It was plain that the nucleus would come from the Cho Oyu party, 
but there were other places to be filled and the unprecedented step was taken 
of circularizing member clubs of the British Mountaineering Council As a 
result a large number of names were considered and among those not selected 
there were inevitably many mountaineers who later did fine work on other 
Himalayan peaks - Ian McNaught Davis, for example, and Tony Streather 
Bentley Beetham, who had been a member of the 1924 expedition and was 
now sixty-six years old, applied to go but was rejected, as was the ace rock 
climber Arthur Dolphin Others, later to make names for themselves m 
different fields, were Chris Brasher, the Olympic gold medallist, and Sebas- 
tian Snow, the long-distance walker It was, on the face of it, an interesting 
exercise in skimming the cream of the British mountaineering fraternity 23 
A selection committee of Hunt, Goodfellow and Shipton was formed, but it 
was Hunt who laid down the ground rules He looked for candidates with 

Expedition temperament, 

Suitable age and physique, 

Adequate experience of the right type, 

Exceptional fire and determination 

Overall, Hunt wanted a homogeneous team capable of working together 
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harmoniously, and for this reason he restricted membership to men from 
Britain and the Commonwealth He foresaw that international rivalry could 
develop with a mixed team, a fact amply demonstrated on E\ crest two decades 
later In any case there were political reasons for making this a successful 
British expedition - though in the early stages of planning, before Hunt 
appeared, the Committee had for reasons best known to themselves agreed to 
include two Americans Hunt insisted that if these materialized they would be 
‘supernumeraries’ to the team proper as events turned out no Americans were 
available that year because they were mounting then own expediuon to the 
Karakorum giant, K2 Even the Indian liaison officer, N Jayal (a distin- 
guished mountaineer and later head of the Himalayan Institute), was turned 
down 

Furthermore, so determined was Hunt that his team would succeed that he 
tried to strip it of anyone who did not contribute directly to the climbing In 
this he was not entirely successful The Times (who had bought exclusive 
newspaper rights) insisted on sending a reporter, James Moms, though Hunt 
thought he could have managed to send the despatches himself 24 Similarly, 
there had to be a professional film cameraman, Tom Stobart, because the 
Committee had entered into a contract with Countryman Films Ltd in order 
to boost finances As it turned out, they did nothing to hinder the expedition 
and proved to be vital lynch pins in the final story The achievement of 1953 
belonged to Hunt and his climbers, but it was Moms and Stobart who 
packaged it and presented it so cfiecuvcly to the world at large 

Hunt was not keen, either, to indulge m large scale scientific activities - 
there was never any quesuon of botanists, geologists and anthropologists, such 
as had accompanied the Swiss expedition, being included this time There 
was, however, an agreement with the Medical Research Council that physio- 
logical experiments should be earned out, and Hunt agreed to take GnffPugh, 
who had been on the Cho Oyu trip, though he refused to take a second 
physiologist 

Charles Evans was a doctor, but he wasn’t eager to act as medical officer as 
Hunt initially suggested For one thing he was really a speciabst brain surgeon 
and besides, as Deputy Leader and a climber, he would have bis hands full 
Michael Ward (who had initiated the original reconnaissance in 1951) was 
therefore appointed M O , with instructions to assist Pugh wherever neces- 
sary in the physiology work The fact that Ward was also a good climber made 
him a useful reserve to the climbing team 

The team was founded on a nucleus of Shipton’s Cho Oyu party Charles 
Evans was a Liverpool surgeon, aged thirty three, a stocky man with fair hair 
Besides Cho Oyu, he had been to the Himalaya on two other occasions - with 
Tilman to the Annapurna massif in 1951 and to Kulu Alfred Gregory, known 
as ‘Greg’, was a travel agent from Blackpool, aged thirty-nine, and the oldest 
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man in the party except for Hunt himself He was small, wiry and sharp- 
featured, with a small moustache, and had proved himself an excellent 
high-altitude climber on the Cho Oyu trip Greg was also a first-rate 
photographer, something he turned to professionally later in life Tom 
Bourdillon, m Hunt’s words, was ‘built like a second-row rugby forward’. He 
was twenty-eight and had been with Shipton m both 1951 and 1952 He was a 
physicist and, with his father, who was also a scientist, was trying to develop 
an effective closed-circuit oxygen apparatus 
Also from the Cho Oyu team were the two New Zealanders, Hillary and 
Lowe George Lowe was of medium height, well built, and a primary school 
teacher At twenty-eight he was five years younger than his friend and 
compatriot, Edmund Hillary, but had been climbing for longer and indeed 
had introduced Hillary to some of the harder New Zealand climbs Incredibly, 
the tall and lanky Hillary had only begun climbing when he was about 
twenty-six, but he had rapidly shown that he was skilful and of immense 
stamina For a living, he was a professional beekeeper 

Then there were the newcomers, those who had not been on Cho Oyu 
Mike Westmacott was twenty-seven, a statistician who had once been 
President of the Oxford University Mountaineering Club, and, as if to balance 
the Oxbridge listings, George Band was ex-President of the Cambridge 
University club He was big, studious-looking and bespectacled At twenty- 
three he was the youngest member of the team - younger than the ‘ideal’ 
minimum age of twenty-five laid down by Pugh - but, like Westmacott and 
Bourdillon, he was one of a dynamic coterie of university climbers who were 
beginning to push up British standards in the Alps 25 

Charles Wylie, aged thirty-two, was a Gurkha officer who had been 
captured by the Japanese and spent most of the war maPOW camp This 
in itself was a testament to his toughness He had done some Himalayan 
climbing m the Garhwal, and of course he was the man who eventually got the 
job of expedition organizer during the Shipton leadership controversy 

Finally there was Wilfrid Noyce, public schoolmaster and distinguished 
author Then aged thirty-four, Noyce had been an instructor in mountain 
warfare during the war, both m Kashmir and in Wales (where he had assisted 
Hunt) He had also climbed in Garhwal and m Sikkim, where he had reached 
the summit of Pauhunn (23,400ft) Before the war, which had severely 
interrupted his climbing career, Noyce was something of a ‘Golden Boy’ in 
British climbing, particularly in association with Menlove Edwards In the 
Alps, too, Noyce had a reputation for extreme stamina His writings were 
scholarly, even erudite, and he more than anyone else came nearest to bemg a 
post-war equivalent of Mallory 26 

In Nepal, the climbing team was to be increased by one when Hunt invited 
Tenzing to become a fully fledged member of the team After the Swiss 
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‘Rather More Than a Mountain’ 

expedition, when, with Lambert, Tenzing had climbed higher than any other 
human being, it was obvious that this Sherpa was more than a load earner, 
and more even than a sirdar, the foreman status to which the most expenenced 
Sherpas had previously been elevated His onginal motives m becoming a 
porter may have been rooted in money - what other reason would there be for 
humping heavy loads up dangerous mountains 5 - but he had long since 
advanced beyond that stage The money was still important, as it must always 
be to the professional, whether Sherpa or Alpine guide, but he had also caught 
' the spint of mountaineering He was determined to get to the top 

It was this determination to succeed which marked out Tenzing from the 
best of his fellow Sherpas at that ume Other Sherpas before him had entered 
into the sahibs’ spirit of adventure, others had equal strength and technical 
accomplishment, and indeed half a century earlier some of Bruce’s indomit- 
able Gurkhas had been excellent climbers in their own right, but none of these 
had the single-minded determination of Tenzing 
Meanwhile, Hunt’s strategical planning had to allow for two unpleasant 
possibilities The first of these was that the Swiss, in their post-monsoon 
attempt (which was taking place while the British preparations were being 
made), might succeed m climbing the mountain after all What then should 
the British do? Hunt proposed switching the attempt to Kangchenjunga, the 
third highest mountain in the world and reasonably accessible, and Basil 
Goodfellow was detailed to ask permission of the Indian authorities, who had 
pohucal |unsdiction over the mountain Alternatively, of course, they could 
still go to Everest and try to make a second ascent Inquiries were made at The 
Times regarding which would have the better publicity value 
But cither altemauve would have been -a mere consolation prize Had the 
Swiss succeeded, it would have cast such a gloom on the British camp that any 
expedition would have been a spiritless affair As far as public interest was 
concerned it would have been a non-event 
The second unpleasant possibility was that the spring assault might fail 
Should they then abandon the project, or go for a second attempt in the 
autumn as the Swiss had done? The Committee hesitated over this - because 
of the expense — and it wasn’t untd January 1953 that they finally decided that 
a second attempt should be made if the first one faded It was felt that not all 
the original team might be up to the strain of staying in Nepal throughout the 
monsoon and returning for a second strenuous tour of duty on the mountain, 
so a short list of reserves was drawn up, four of whom would be sent out as 
reinforcements 27 

And so the broad strategy for 1953 was determined There was to be a major 
offensive in the spring, with up to three assaults on the summit, and if this 
should fad there was to be a second offensive in the autumn, using fresh 
reserves In the event of a last-minute success by the Swiss, contingency plans 
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were available for a fresh target It was all very military, all very logical and 
compared with the fumbhngs and bumblmgs of earlier British expeditions a 
complete revolution 

Hunt alone was responsible. He was the leader and he led from the front, 
knowing exactly what he wanted and how to get it. The man matched the 
hour This was the last battle, and the British were determined to win it 
There was an enormous amount of preparation to be done Hunt and Wylie 
worked full-time at it, but team members, reserves and even friends not 
directly mvolved were from time to time pressed into service Hunt somehow 
lighted a flame of belief that kindled enthusiasm even for the chores which 
preceded the adventure 

This time nothing was to be left to chance m the way of equipment Every 
item was to be the best possible, and vital gear such as wmdproof clothing and 
boots was specially designed and tested 
Each climber was provided with shell clothing consisting of anorak and 
overtrousers of a close-woven material made of cotton warp and nylon weft, 
which weighed only 4% oz per square yard but which was totally impervious 
to winds up to 100 m p h It was proofed with My stolen to make the garments 
showerproof 

The expedition tents were of the same cloth The basic pattern was that of 
the Meade tent, which had given good service, virtually unaltered, since the 
earliest expeditions. For communal use these were supplemented by larger 
pyramid tents - generally used as cookhouses - and by two extra large 
twelve-man dome tents which served as mess tents The system of tentage in 
fact (apart from the material) bore a strong resemblance to that of the 1933 
expedition 

Despite Gnff Pugh’s strictures about the necessity of having the correct 
oxygen equipment, little progress had been made Peter Lloyd, who had been 
a member of the 1938 expedition (when he had conducted comparative tests 
on the open- and closed-circuit systems), was put m charge of this vital 
department, assisted by Tom Bourdillon and Alf Bridge The first two had 
scientific expertise and Bridge was an engineer, working for the Gas Board 28 
In its way the appointment of these three men was symptomatic of the new 
determination which had arrived with Hunt Amateur bungling was out the 
men handling the oxygen were not only climbers but scientists too, well able 
to relate the needs of one discipline to the other But even scientists must 
sometimes agree to disagree 

Lloyd’s initial report set a cost of £4,000 on the oxygen equipment - which 
the Committee found acceptable - but he later revised this downwards as the 
mam contractors (Normalair) and the Ministry of Supply decided to make no 
c arge Forty open-circuit sets were requested by Pugh, but Lloyd thought 

is was too generous Hunt, displaying his usual pragmatism, decided to take 
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whatever was going and decide what to use once the climbing started By way 
of a bonus, it was learned that the Swiss had left a good deal of oxygen on the 
mountain and so it was decided to take adaptors which would fit the Swiss 
cylinders to the Bnush masks 

The task facing Lloyd, however, was not simply that of acquiring sufficient 
sets and paying for them His most immediate concern was to decide on what 
type of set to acquire - and in this he clashed with his co-worker, Bourdillon 
Bourdillon had been working with his father (also a scientist) to develop the 
closed-circuit oxygen system which had been tried out on previous cxpediuons 
with varying degrees of success In this system a chemical exchange took place 
between the carbon dioxide breathed out by the climber and a cylinder of 
soda-lime, with the effect that oxygen was returned to the system for use over 
and over again A supply of fresh oxygen replaced what was actually absorbed 
by the climber’s body, but obviously the wastage rate was much reduced and 
consequently less oxygen needed to be carried From time to time the 
soda-lime cartridge became exhausted, but this was easily replaced by a 
quick-loading cartridge system A second benefit of the closed circuit was that 
it provided a richer oxygen supply which gave the climber greater vigour a 
post-expcdiuon comparison of times on the upper part of the mountain 
showed that men carrying roughly the same loads climbed almost twice as fast 
wearing the closed-circuit set as they did when wearing the open-circuit set 29 
But the Bourdillon system was very new and scarcely beyond the prototype 
stage His experience of similar apparatus in 1938 made Lloyd distrust it 

My own experience in 1938, when I had done comparative trials on the 
open and closed circuit systems, had led me to distrust the dosed cucuit 
design with its inherent complexity and with the inevitable resistance to 
breathing caused by the duct and valve gear The 1953 apparatus was 
improved m comparison with that of 1938 by fitting bigger and better valves 
but I think my 1938 conclusion was right, that it is inherently too 
claustrophobic and complex, and that is why it has never caught on 30 

Lloyd also had misgivings about apparatus which was really pure laboratory 
development, as the Bourdillon set undoubtedly was Writing on oxygen 
equipment in general he said ‘Oxygen equipment for Everest and other big 
mountains cannot be devdoped in decompression chambers because these do 
not reproduce the essential conditions of acclimatized men with very high lung 
ventilation rates etc ’ 3 * 

It follows from this that in Lloyd’s view any oxygen apparatus must have a 
mountain provenance, and, bearing in mind his experiences of 1938, that to 
him meant the open-circuit sec 

the right tacuc was to concentrate on improving the storage efficiency of 
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the open circuit system (1 e. the ratio of oxygen weight to total weight) and 
on providing generous quantities of a well engineered equipment of this 
type. 

the design of the equipment for the 1953 expedition had to depend 
very greatly on experience gamed on the mountain in the twenties and 
thirties 32 

Nevertheless, the Bourdillon apparatus had its supporters on the Commit- 
tee and in the end the inevitable compromise was reached* twelve open and 
eight closed sets were taken These were for active use on the mountain, but 
many more RAF -type open sets were taken for training, sleeping, spares 
and so on - nobody remembers how many, and the records are totally 
confusing 33 

It was, inevitably, the open-circuit sets which came m for most use on the 
mountain They had been developed by the Institute of Aviation Medicine 
and Normalair from R.A F sets, but so changed that they were virtually 
original A face mask was developed by the Institute which replaced for the 
first time Finch’s mouth tube, and the steel cylinders used by the RAF were 
replaced by smaller, and considerably fighter, dural cylinders Unfortunately 
these alloy bottles proved both expensive and slow to manufacture, so the 
expedition ended up with a mixture of sixty alloy cylinders and a hundred 
steel ones 

The dural cylinders held 800 litres of gas as agamst the steel cylinders’ 
1,400 litres, but the latter weighed 10 lb more A climber wearing a fully 
charged oxygen set, with three dural cy finders, was carrying a staggering 41 
lb weight Even with two cylinders it weighed 29 '/2 lb — or slightly more than 
Irvine’s improved apparatus of 1924' During use the sets could be adapted to 
provide up to six litres of gas a minute, or three times more than Odell thought 
necessary m 1924 

A novel feature of the oxygen supply on the 1953 expedition was the 
deliberate policy of using oxygen as an aid to sleepmg This was Lloyd’s idea, 
based on his own vivid recollections of the misery of trying to sleep at high 
altitude Oxygen helps to keep the body warm and reduces headaches, and is 
almost invariably used for this purpose by high-altitude expeditions today — 
those that use oxygen at all, that is In 1953, however, it seems to have been a 
new idea It was a fairly simple matter to make a T-piece connector which 
would allow two masks simultaneously to draw oxygen from one cylinder The 
rate was two litres per min ute 

In fact, throughout the expedition the oxygen apparatus behaved remark- 
ably well There was, however, one sudden wave of panic right at the start 
when, at Base Camp, fifteen out of forty-eight ‘training bottles’ (steel 
cylinders) were found to be flat The other cylinders were still on their way 
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across country from Kathmandu Were they flat too? There was no chance of 
getting replacements in time if they were ‘It was all too evident,’ Hunt wrote, 
‘that here was a crisis which would inevitably affect, and might well prejudice, 
our plans ,M As it turned out, all was well the cylinders were full 
Later on Hunt wrote of oxygen ‘only this, in my opinion, was vital to 
success But for oxygen we should cert a i n ly not have got to the top 



‘The Last 

Innocent Adventure’ 


On 8 March the expedition assembled at Kathmandu The Sherpas had 
already arrived from Darjeeling twenty men hand-picked by the Himalayan 
Club for their abilities at high altitude and led, of course, by the redoubtable 
Tenzing, now more or less recovered from his gruelling experiences of the 
previous year, which for a time had affected his health These twenty men 
were expected to reach the South Col and six of them were to be selected as 
possible members of assault parties when the time came Other Sherpas would 
be engaged en route as the party travelled through the Khumbu valley 

As was customary on large expeditions each member was allocated his own 
personal Sherpa, the idea bemg that each climber would get to know and 
understand at least one Sherpa and vice versa A rapport naturally grew 
between each pair Hunt and Da Namgyal, Noyce and Annullu and so on 
Michael Ward recalls that he was allocated ‘a roly-poly Sherpa’, Gombu, a 
youth of seventeen who ‘distinguished himself by bemg the only Sherpa ever 
to ask his Sahib to walk a little more slowly as he was finding the pace too fast 1 ’ 
A few weeks later this most unpromising sounding youth became the youngest 
person ever to reach the South Col, and m later years twice climbed Everest 
The Sherpas are among the most uncomplicated and happiest people on 
Earth and it is impossible to know them and not like them, yet reading the 
various biographies and accounts written over the years by members of the 
1953 expedition, one sometimes feels that the camaraderie between climber 
and Sherpa is overdone Occasionally a Sherpa might be ‘a rascal’ or a ‘bit of a 
rogue’, much given to drinking chang, but never in these accounts is he 
allowed to have any real feelings, especially of anger or frustration Tenzing is 
always described with his ‘shy, qmet smile’ - there is no hin t of the 
hunuhauon he felt in Kathmandu when dealing with the British, or the fact 
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that the deputy sirdar Ang Dawa and another Sherpa, Pasang Phutar, left the 
expedition at Thyangboche 

The fact is that the Swiss expeditions of the previous year had not only 
opened up the way to Everest, but had also opened up a new relauonship with 
the Sherpas, making them companions in the great adventure 1 The British 
who followed them understood nothing of this individual Sherpas were fine 
chaps with whom one could strike up a lasting friendship, but the Sherpa 
corps as a whole were socially inferior Perhaps it was a remnant of the Raj — 
three hundred years of tradition cannot be shaken off overnight, and to John 
Hunt, who had soldiered in India for many years, the arrangements made for 
the Sherpas m Kathmandu would not have seemed amiss Socially conscious 
though Hunt was (and is) he had a military mind condinoned to a strict class 
division between ‘officers’ and ‘other ranks’ And the Sherpas were definitely 
‘other ranks’ 

The trouble began when the Sherpas discovered that they were billeted in a 
Borage at the British Embassy, whereas the climbers were in the Embassy 
ttself The garage was a converted stable and had no toilet facilities The 
Sherpas objected and Tenzing (who had been offered a room in the Embass>) 
considered marching off to a hotel as a form of protest, but finally decided to 
stay in the garage with his companions and try to allay their suspicions Next 
morning they urinated over the road in front of the garage 
The Embassy staff were furious, and when some of the newspaper men got 
hold of the story Hunt was funous too The Sherpas got a dressing-down - 
which did nothing to improve relationships 
From this unfortunate beginning arose a senes of petty squabbles o\er 
equipment and so on which lasted until the expedition reached its first Base 
at Thyangboche, and ended with the defection of Ang Dawa and 
asang Phutar Indeed, it was only when the climbing began that something 
c harmony between climbers and Sherpas began to emerge 
l wo years later, in his autobiography, Tenzing summed it up 

My own personal relations with the Bnush were quite satisfactory True, 

' crcw’as not the informal, easy comradeship there had been with the Swiss 
did not share a tent with one of them, as I had vith Lambert, and there 
Was not much joking and horseplay between us 1 

h W-ould perhaps be foolish to make too much of these earli inciderts and 
>ct they could hase had serious repercus-ions on the expedition had things ro 
'urned oui so well m the end It was Hum’s onl> icnous mi ’a! c 



Chapter 14 

steep-sided valleys of Nepal, traversed only by narrow and sometimes 
precipitous paths, can be tackled only on foot Apart from the meagre 
supplementary rations obtainable from villages along the way every gram o 
food and every kilo of equipment has to be earned in by human labour, 
for a major expedition to Everest, that means a lot of porters 

So many porters, in fact, are needed that it is not feasible for the woe 
party to move together along the track, because when the head of the column 
reached its destination each day, the tail would still be an hour or more away 
and any co-ordination would be impossible. So the expedition was split into 
two halves, separated by a day’s march 

To give some idea of the numbers involved* the first part of the expedition 
left Kathmandu on 10 March with 150 porters, the rest a day later with 200 
porters And they were carrying just the bare essentials — the mam body o 
stores left a month later, again m two halves 

The walk m, to Thyangboche, took sixteen days, but by 27 March both 
halves of the expedition had reunited on the level grassy alp dominated by the 
famous monastery All around rose a not of superb peaks, little known and 
totally unclunbed Thamserku, Kantega, Ama Dablam . . . and in the far 
distance, just visible, the tip of Everest itself ‘[It] made me gasp m wonder at 
the beauty of it when I first stepped out onto the meadow beneath the 
monastery,’ said Hunt 3 

For the next three weeks this idyllic camp site was the expedition base while 
the climbers explored the surrounding valleys and passes, sharpening their 
fitness and gradually acclimatizing to the thin cold air of higher altitudes. This 
training penod was broken into two halves, with a three-day rest at Thyang- 
boche in between, and the second half was cleverly designed to run smoothly 
into the assault proper, by having Hillary’s group move forward to the head of 
the Khumbu Glacier, establish a Base Camp and attempt the Icefall 

On 9 April Hillary set off for the Khumbu Glacier In his party were Mike 
Westmacott, George Band and George Lowe, together with Gnff Pugh, the 
scientist, and Tom Stobart, the film cameraman They were accompanied by 
five high-altitude Sherpas and thirty-nine porters, many of whom were 
women That night, as they camped at Phalong Karpo, it began to snow, and 
next day they progressed up a valley which had been transformed to a d azzlin g 
white blanket Most of the porters, who had no snow goggles, suffered 
abominably from the glare some became snowbhnd, and many partially so 
When they camped for the night at Lobuje, Hillary was seriously worried that 
he had ruined the expedition right from the start' 

However, the toughness of the Sherpas and the resourcefulness of Tom 
Stobart, who managed to ng up thirty pairs of ‘goggles’ from tinted plastic and 
sticking tape, avoided a potential setback and next day the party was able to 

proceed up the moraine to the camp site at Gorak Shep, where they set up a 
temporary Base Camp 
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gully was flat enough, but it was split into a jigsaw puzzle of horizontal 
vertical crevasses like a pattern of sunbaked mud. And it looked rcrn 
* unstable -as though it could sink again at any moment It was obviously 
old ‘Atom Bomb’ area But it would take us where we wanted to go, . 
that was the mam thing 5 

That was indeed the mam thing m one sentence Hillary had summed up! 
whole approach to the Icefall and to the difficulties higher up the mountain 
an approach shared wholeheartedly by his leader. Prudence was cast to t 
winds — but the notches on the narrow belt between what is acceptab e 
what is not are drawn ever tighter by succeeding generations m mounta 
climbing Each generation has its sticking points and awaits another genei 
Hon to make further advances ) ' 

That day they reached the shelf where the Swiss had placed Camp II» f 
The route they had taken lay somewhat to the left of centre on the Icefaj^ 
On the third day they decided to try a fresh approach — up the middle — to ^ 
whether it offered a safer route, but in this they were disappointed As 
returned to camp that night a hint of competition arose — a note came 
Hunt announcing that he. Ward and Noyce had arrived at Gorak Shep earlit 
than expected This disconcerted Hillary, who had determined m his o vf 
mind that it would be his party, and none other, that forced the route throug 
the Icefall Hunt would undoubtedly arrive next day, and Hillary w- 
determined to greet him with the news that the way to the Western Cwm w£N 
clear 

The next day he set out to establish Camp II on the shelf half way up th^ 
Icefall. Westmacott was ill, so he took Lowe and Band with three Sherpas tc 
help to carry the gear Pugh and Stobart decided to go along too, the latter tc^ 
do some filming among the ice They all made it to the shelf without unduC': 
problems and pitched camp Stobart and Pugh went down again with thc$ 
Sherpas, leaving the three climbers to camp out on the ice 


As they crawled out of their tents next morning the obstacles of the upper* 
Icefall looked insuperable. The seracs and ice blocks of the lower fall had been- 


of reasonable size, thirty feet or so at most, but those above were towering 
formidable giants ‘Square cut, with cliffs a hundred feet high, they surgec 
over the crest of the Cwm, and like great icebergs ground their way slowly anc 
relentlessly to the bottom ,6 

Difficulues there certainly were At the ‘Ghastly Crevasse’ they were forcec 
to teeter across an immense chasm on an insubstantial sliver of ice, and th 
final ice wall called for some difficult climbing up a steep buttress, which & 
turn led to an ice chimney climbed by bridging But once out of the chimn”' 

hollow, solo from the avalanches that poured off the surroutt^dges 110 * 3 
3 i h 


‘The Last Innocent AdzerJxr^ 

: Hillary**; cup was full He had done what he had determined to do - broken 
trough the IceM without mterference from anybody else Joyfully, the three 
Ambers made their way down to Camp II - there to find Hunt and Ang 
rlamgyal. Hunt had come straight up from Gorak Shep Hillary s ough 

lust have echoed the Old Duke’s it had been a damned close-run thing 

On 22 April Camp III was established above the Icefall at 20,_00ft an , 
^incidentally, Base Camp was brought forward from Gorak Shep to the 
'Ihumbu Glacier camp On this day, too, the last of the stores arrived from 
! vathmandu The expedition was now complete and well under way 
* A penod of steady build-up was now embarked upon as Hunt began the 
r f supplies into the Cwm and across it to the foot of the Lhotse face P 
iVas established at 21,200 ft, Camp V at 22,000 ft and Camp VI at 23,000 ft on 
he furthest edge of the Cwm, below Lhotse. Much of the trail-breaking 
1 /trough soft snow, which is always hard work at any altitude, but even so the 
bating of the camps so close together was conservanve to say the least 
'Nevertheless, it was all according to Hunt’s carefully calculated plan 
'‘Progress, if steady, was inexorable - why wear yourself out in the early stage 
‘•of the expediuon if you have enough men and materials to make things easier 
“ An interesting feature of this build-up penod in the Western Cwm is that it 
s brought together Edmund Hillary and Tenzing for the first ume It was on a 
31 hard day, the snow was soft and the hot sun had turned the great white bowl ol 
' the Cwm into a veritable inferno Nevertheless, Hillary was feeling particular- 
ly strong He went at a cracking pace and was delighted to find that Tenzing 
'”d no difficulty m keeping up with him 

This was the first ume I had climbed with Tenzing CAM “jW 
ever seen him climbing, and I was very interested to watch tarn in ^non 
Although not perhaps technically outstanding in ice-craft, he was 'ery 
strong and determined and an excellent acclimatize^ Best of all, as far as I 
was concerned, he was prepared to go fast and hard 

In other words he had found someone who could match him in strength and 
'terminauon - and that determination included getting to the top of Everest, 
»r there is hide doubt that both Hillary and Tenzing bad set lh "ibu^m 

,,_L , . , , one wonders what might have happened had there 

^hnghtfrom the outset One ^ summlt s 0 ne 

“ chaDCCS werc 

He thought he was a fine 
r-mbcT w.th g^u strenglh and endurance - and a cheerful disposiuon, 
iraething all Shcrpas admire He later wrote 

> I suppose we made a funny pair, he and I, with HiUary about sue feet 
three m^hes tall and myself some seven inches shorter But we were not 
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Hillary’s cup was full He had done what he had determined to do - broken 
rough the Icefall without interference from anybody else Joyfully, the three 
mbers made their way down to Camp II - there to find Hunt and Ang 
amgyal Hunt had come straight up from Gorak Shep Hillary’s thoughts 
ust have echoed the Old Duke’s it had been a damned close-run thing 
On 22 April Camp III was established above the Icefall at 20,200ft and, 
incidentally, Base Camp was brought forward from Gorak Shep to the 
humbu Glacier camp On this day, too, the last of the stores arrived from 
athmandu The expedition was now complete and well under way 
A period of steady build-up was now embarked upon as Hunt began the lift 
supplies into the Cwm and across it to the foot of the Lhotse face Camp IV 
as established at 21,200 ft, Camp V at 22,000 ft and Camp VI at 23,000 ft on 
ie furthest edge of the Cwm, below Lhotse Much of the trail-breaking was 
irough soft snow, which is always hard work at any alutude, but even so the 
tmg of the camps so close together was conservative to say the least 
kvertheless, it was all according to Hunt’s carefully calculated plan 
fngress, if steady, was inexorable - why wear yourself out in the early stages 
fthe expedmon if you have enough men and materials to make things easier? 
An interesting feature of this build-up period in the Western Cwm is that it 
ronght together Edmund Hillary and Tenzing for the first time It was on a 
®td day, the snow was soft and the hot sun had turned the great white bowl of 
Cwm into a veritable inferno Nevertheless, Hillary was feeling particular- 
1 strong He went at a cracking pace and was delighted to find that Tenzing 
a d no difficulty in keeping up with him 

This was the first ume I had climbed with Tenzing (Apnl 26th) or indeed, 
Wo seen him climbing, and I was very interested to watch him in action 
Although not perhaps technically outstanding in ice-craft, he was very 
strong and determined and an excellent acchmauzer Best of all, as far as I 
Was concerned, he was prepared to go fast and hard 7 

In other words he had found someone who could match him in strength and 
germination - and that determmauon included getting to the top of Everest, 
Or there is little doubt that both Hillary and Tenzing had set their ambitions 
tigh right from the outset One wonders what might have happened had there 
seen no Tenzing would it have been Hillary and Lowe for the summit? One 
■Aspects this might have been the case, but Lowe’s chances were diminished 
nice Hillary found Tenzing to be such a match 

\ Tenzing for bis P^’ admired Hillary He thought he was a fine 

limber wth great strength and endurance - and a cheerful disposition, 
rmethmg all Sherpas admire He later wrote 

* I suppose we made a funny pair, he and I, with Hillary about six feet 
three inches tall and myself some seven inches shorter But we were not 
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worrying about that What was important was that, as we climbed together and 
became used to each other, we were becommg a strong and confident team 

They certainly tested one another on that first meeting. On the way down 
the Icefall they had called at Camp II, where a solitary George Lowe was 
keepmg vigil, and Hillary had bet Lowe that he and Tenzing would make Base 
Camp in time to put out the 5 p m call on the radio ‘That’ll be the day,’ 
remarked Lowe, who knew it meant descending the rest of the Icefall in less 
than an hour. 

There are few New Zealanders who do not rise to a challenge like that, 
especially from a fellow countryman, so off went Hillary like a rocket, with 
Tenzing, who had no say m the matter, flying behind Where the going was 
easy they actually jogged down the ice, leapmg crevasses as they came to them, 
scorning the ice bridges And it was a crevasse which led to Hillary’s undoing 
He leapt for the far bank of the chasm, which was seriously undercut, landed 
heavily, and caused the ice to break off 

In an instant he was plunging mto the void, surrounded by a heavy mass of 
ice which threatened to crush him Almost by reflex he jammed himself across 
the chasm, thrusting his crampons into one ice wall and pressing his shoulders 
against the other The ice fell away mto the distant depths but he was held 
firm on the rope by Tenzing, who had reacted to the accident with admirable 
skill and speed Hillary must have been convmced more than ever that in 
Tenzing he had found the ideal partner for a summit assault 
t ^ ^ am P II George Lowe switched on his receiver promptly at 5 p m 
Hello George,’ came Hillary’s voice from Base Camp 

On 2 May, during the build-up of camps in the Western Cwm, Hunt 
ecided that he, Bourdillon and Evans would make a reconnaissance of the 
otse Face, the next stage of the assault. During recent days the weather had 
not been kind and there was much fresh snow about, but Hunt wanted to test 
e closed-circuit oxygen apparatus and this seemed the right opportunity, 
“E our< hhon was not only the inventor of it but its chief advocate 

^ eanwhile Hillary, back in Base Camp, chafed at the bit, anxious to know 
o / e reconnaissance would gb and impatient at missing what he considered 
to be a vital slice of the action Suddenly he had an idea - why not go up to 
mp IV and find out> He .needed an excuse, of course, but smce Hunt was 
testing die closed-circuit sets, why shouldn’t he, Hillary, test the open-circuit t 
system The plan was that by using oxygen to assist their ascent, he anc±l 
d a y c ^ im k from Base Camp to Camp IV and return in the satrp 

anyv> a fittosy pretext - the open-circuit system was known to woifr 
ZcalanrW , Ut , Hum a Srced There is no doubt that the lanky, easy-gomg Ne>>' 
On 2 Ma h aWay ° f convin ™g Hunt of almost anything 

Hillary and tw?* * S Hum and hls P 21 ' 1 ? * cre mvestJ g a ^g the Lhotse Face?' 

mg 5(11 of I tip the Icefall at their usual rapid pace. Assisted by 
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their oxygen they reached Camp II in an hour and a half and Camp III fifty 
minutes later - they had climbed the lcefall in about two hours' But beyond 
Camp III they ran mto deep soft snow which slowed them down, so that they 
took another two hours to reach Camp IV, where they awaited the return of 
Hunt’s party 

It was late afternoon when Hunt, Bourdillon and Evans finally staggered 
back, tired and not a little disturbed The reconnaissance had achieved little 
except to confirm their faith in the closed-circuit oxygen sets 
Hillary and Tenzing, now without oxygen, started on their journey back to 
Base Camp at 4 20 p m , with little daylight to spare and in a gathering storm 
Fifteen minutes after leaving Camp I V they were struck by a snowstorm of 
tremendous ferocity The wind battered them like a sledgehammer, the tracks 
were obliterated and the driving snow made visibility virtually ml A senes of 
marker flags had been set out to indicate the proper route, but these were so 
widely spaced that in the storm one was not visible from the next, and it was 
only Hillary’s familianty with the details of the route that enabled them to 
stagger from flag to flag 

When Hillary eventually reached a wide crevasse bndged by a metal ladder 
he felt easier it meant that Camp III was only a few yards away Then he 
remembered, with' a sinking heart, that shortly after they had left it that 
morning Camp III had been struck and the tents removed It was thought to 
be superfluous 

So there was nothing for it but to plunge down the lcefall Here Hillary was 
on more familiar ground despite the storm and the fresh snow which distorted 
obstacles and hid numerous potholes and small crevasses In the gathering 
gloom of impending night the two men eventually staggered mto Camp II 
It was empty and cheerless, and though there were sleeping bags and food it 
held no attracuon for the two climbers They decided, incredibly, to turn their 
backs on sure safety and risk a descent of the remaining part of the lcefall, at 
night, for the comforts of Base Camp Only men supremely sure of their own 
strength and ability could make a decision like that 
By the time they finally reached the foot of the lcefall it was pitch dark, and 
it was two tired men who stumbled over the stones of the Khumbu Glacier 
towards the welcome lights of Base Camp It had been an incredible day 
*Wcll,’ thought Hillary, ’we’ve made it, and I expect we’ve proved something 
But at the moment I've no idea what it is 19 

On 7 May Hunt called a conference in the mess tent at Base Camp to 
announce his plans for the final assault Only George Lowe and George Band, 
i who were at Camp III, were trussing the rest crowded mto the tent, tense and 
^expectant At the back sat James Moms of The Tunes, ready to make notes for 
„his next despatch 10 

For everyone present it was, as Hunt later wrote, the biggest event of the 
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expedition apart from the summit bid itself At it each man was to learn his 
fate- whether he had been chosen as one of the elite, to make a summit bid, or 
whether he was to play some subsidiary, even though important, role 

Hunt carefully elucidated his plans to the expectant climbers - the need to 
build up Camp IV into an Advanced Base, the difficult work to be done 
establishing a route up the Lhotsc Face, and the establishing of a camp on the 
South Col The build-up was a matter of logistics, but the difficult nature of 
the Lhotse Face demanded skilled ice craft and m Hunt’s opinion this 
required George Lowe, assisted by Westmacott and Band. For the onerous 
task of conducting Sherpas up to the South Col and establishing a camp there, 
he chose the imperturbable Noyce and Charles Wylie. 

After a detailed and lengthy exposition, in which his audience began to 
grow resdess, Hunt now revealed what they were all waiting for, the summit 
plans in detail There would be two summit assaults, twenty-four hours apart, 
weather permitting Oxygen would be used from Camp V (22,000ft) onwards 
The first summit bid would be made from the South Col by Bourdillon and 
Evans, usmg closed-circuit apparatus Their prime objective was to be the 
South Summit, but if they had enough oxygen and things were going well, 
they were to press on to the final peak While they were doing this they were to 
be followed up the ndge by a support party consisting of Hunt, Gregory and 
four or five hand-picked Sherpas who were to establish a hght camp at about 
28,000 ft (Camp IX), then return to the col 11 On the following day, whether 
Bourdillon and Evans had been successful or not, Hillary and Ten zing, usmg 
the open-circuit apparatus, were to ascend the ridge to Camp IX, stay the 
night there, and make the ascent next morning, returning to the South Col 
Everyone seemed content with the plan and their role in it, except for Mike 
Ward, who was more than a little mcensed He was particularly angry that 
Hunt should be leading the team which was to establish Camp IX ‘I did not 
ink he would be fit enough and my conclusion was based on his age and 
performance to date 512 This was a little hard on Hunt who, in fact, had 
f y . e f n as ^ ar 35 Ehotse Face, and though observers spoke frequently 
o o° g tire ^ ^d drawn at most stages of the expedition, he seemed to 

have remarkable powers of recovery Ward later wrote 


e looked dreadful but this was normal I wondered how much longer he 
could^ go on flogging himself during the day, yet seeming to recover after a 
night s rest Almost every time that I had seen him, over the last two weeks, 
e had looked the same and I had grave doubts about his ability to function 
efficiently high on the mountain even with oxygen 13 

In the e\ent Hunt did very well on the final push, as Ward acknowfr^ fi 
an one wonders whether his initial reservation was based entirely n ^ I 
me ical opinion or whether ft Wasn’t coloured by chagrin For he himself S ^ 
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doctor, had been condemned to be a reserve When he was chosen for the 
expedition Hunt had made it quite clear to him that he was going as a doctor 
first and a climber second - and now Hunt decided that the proper place for a 
doctor during the crucial assault period was Base Camp For a climber of 
Ward’s ability and Himalayan experience it was a galling prospect As things 
turned out he eventually went to Camp VII on the Lhotse Face 
But Wand also had grave reservations about the plan itself Why, for 
example, could Bourdillon and Evans not start from a camp set up on the 
ridge instead of from the South Col? The efficiency of the closed-circuit set, 
while theoretically better than the open-circuit, was not all that much 
superior Indeed, in one sense it was technically unproven at high altitude, 
whereas the open-circuit had had a long history of conunuous development 
stretching back over many Everest attempts It seemed to Ward that the plan 
for Bourdillon and Evans had failure built into it 
There is no doubt that Ward had a point Surely the correct sequence would 
have been to establish Camp IX on the ridge and send both teams off from it 
in turn When Hunt came to explain his decision m The Ascent of Everest he 
seems to have had a most unconvincing ambivalence towards the closed- 
circuit apparatus At one instant he explains how the theoretical advantages of 
the set made it possible to attempt the summit direct from the South Col, and 
at the next he is warning of the dangers inherent in using the set at all 
The facts seem plain enough consciously or unconsciously. Hunt never 
believed that Bourdillon and Evans would reach the summit. Thar summit 
bid was the strategy of a careful commander simply testing out the enemy’s 
defences before throwing in his crack troops And the crack troops were 
Hillary and Tenzing- one suspects that Hunt had decided that long before the 
conference of 7 May 

But before a summit bid could be made at all they had first to overcome the 
Lhotse Face Lhotse is the second of the great triumvirate of peaks - Everest, 
Lhotse and Nuptse - whose walls enclose the Western Cwm in a gigantic 
horseshoe Thus, looking up the Cwm, the lagged crest of Lhotse forms the 
centrepoint, with the depression of the South Col on its left, between it and 
Everest’s South East Ridge From the mountain, steep slopes of snow and ice 
sweep down for some 4,000 ft to the bed of the Cwm, breaking up at about 
half height into the crevasses and seracs of the Lhotse Glacier Steep slopes 
also descend from the South Col to the Cwm, but here they are divided by the 
long buttress of rock which the Swiss had named the Geneva Spur (Eperon 
Gcncvois) The spur looks an obvious way of reaching the South Col, but the 
Swiss had found it far from easy and had eventually opted for a less direct 
route through the Lhotse Glacier 

Benefiting from their predecessors’ experience, this is what the Bnush 
intended to do as well It meant forcing a way through the Lhotse Glaaer, 
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probably with one camp, then making a long leftwards rising traverse across 
the upper slopes to reach the South Col The snowfalls which the expedition 
had experienced every afternoon would have filled the steep Lhotse Face with 
soft snow — arduous to cross at altitude, and possibly dangerous too if the snow 
was m avalanche condition. To force a route up this face was the task allotted 
to George Lowe 

Lowe was handicapped right from the start his two companions who were 
to help him in his arduous task were hors de combat George Band had 
developed a cold and had to go down while Mike Westmacott, try as he might, 
could not seem to acclimatize sufficiently for work at really high altitudes 
Lowe, however, determined to carry out his task with the aid of Sherpas and 
so on 10 May he went up to Camp V with four experienced men Da Tensing, 
Gyalgen, Ang Namgyal and Ang Nyima At first he still hoped that West- 
macott would jom him in spearheading the attack and that the four Sherpas 
would keep them supplied with stores, but that was not to be. Westmacott 
earned loads for a few days between Camps V and VI but was unable to go 
further, by the 13th he was utterly exhausted, and Hunt (who had come up to 
observe progress) sent him down to recuperate. 

Meanwhile Lowe, out in front, forcing the route up through from Camp VI 
towards the top of the Lhotse Glacier, had found an ideal companion for the 
job - Ang Nyima, a chain-smoking Sherpa who had shown little mterest m the 
expedition up to this pomt, but who now demonstrated an endurance to match 
that of Lowe himself 

Camp VI, at about 23,000 ft, was the site of an old Swiss camp, about a 
third of the way up the Glacier, and was used by the British as a temporary 
camp until enough progress could be made to establish Camp VII a thousand 
feet higher Progress was slow and arduous owing to the fresh falls of snow 
every day and the need to make the route safe for laden porters, just like the 
slopes of the North Col m the old days 

On the 15th Ang Nyima went down for a rest and Wilf Noyce took his place 
as Lowe’s companion Next day, as they plugged up the slopes, Lowe kept 
falling asleep from the effect of some sleeping pills he had taken the previous 
night, and there was nothing Noyce could do but lead his companion back to 
Camp V I The watchers in the Cwm below groaned and grew apprehensive 
Not knowing the situation, they wondered why Lowe and Noyce had turned 
back But next day they made up for it they established Camp VII (again on 
the site of an old Swiss camp) at 24,000 ft and pushed on a further 600 ft 
Mike Ward, who had leapt at the opportunity caused by the illnesses of 
Band and Westmacott to come up in support, now replaced Noyce, but much 
to the chagrin of the observers below (Camp IV, Advanced Base, now had a 
considerable population), they saw three climbers set out from Camp VII 
(Lowe, Ward, Da Tensing) then after a while falter and turn back The wind, 
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it seemed, was fiercely cold and there was no prospect of progress Was the 
attack coming to a halt? 

To an impatient Hillary, waiting like a greyhound on a leash in Camp IV, it 
certainly seemed so In his diary he noted ‘Apparently windy and cold, but it 
seemed to us at Camp IV that there was a certain lack of drive ,M 

By now George Lowe had been nine days on the Lhotse Face and in 
Hillary’s opinion this was too long He Ihought that his fellow New Zealander 
had ran out of steam, and he pressed Hunt to allow him and some of the 
others to go up to Camp VII and finish the job off Griff Pugh, the 
physiologist, was also worried that Lowe had remained for so long at high 
altitude, but Hunt, although worried by the lack of progress, refused to be 
stampeded He intended to keep his shock troops m reserve until they were 
needed 


On the 19th, George Band, now recovered, led a party of laden Sherpas up 
to Camp VII and returned with the news that Lowe and Ward still considered 
it too cold and windy for further progress This was depressing news Time 
was running out the monsoon, which had seemed a pale phantom of a threat 
not so long ago, now became a harsh spectre The most they could reasonably 
expect was a fortnight’s grace, and there was still a long way to go Hunt 
realized that he would have to do something to break the impasse, not only to 
save time but also to restore morale 

He decided on a bold move According to his plan, once Lowe had prepared 
a safe route to the South Col, the next phase was to send up Wilf Noyce with a 
Party of Sherpas, to establish the camp on the col Hunt now decided that 
Noyce and the Sherpas should go up to Camp VII, and whether the route was 
prepared or not force their way through to the col Wylie, with a second group 
of Sherpas, was to follow twenty-four hours later, and would therefore, 
literally, be pushing Noyce hard from behind If Noyce failed to make it. 
Camp VII was going to be very crowded! 

Noyce went up to Camp VII on the 20th, Lowe and Ward came down 
George Lowe had spent eleven days at 23,000ft or more eleven days of hard 
toil mingled with frustration It was, wrote Hunt later, ‘an epic achievement 
of tenacity and skill’, but at the time, with failure imminent, Hum was less 
well disposed to the New Zealander - he was ‘excessively rude’ to poor Lowe, 
according to Mike Ward 


Next day, 21 May, was the turning point of the expedition It was the day 
which made success possible - and the day on which Hunt came nearest to 
losing his nerve 

} On the morning of the 21st, up at Camp VII, Noyce's Sherpas were m poor 
( flpc Anullu and Ang Norbu were fit to go higher and it was obvious 
at mere would be no carry to the South Col that day This was disappoint- 
ing, but the day did not have to be wasted Noyce had discussed an alternative 
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plan with Hunt for just such an emergency - he and Anullu, using oxygen, 
should carry on the work begun by Lowe in breaking a trail to the col But to 
reach such a decision took time and it was 10 a m before the two men set out 
The weather was fine 

Down below m the Cwm, Hunt,- chafing with impatience, wondered w at 
was happening The radio wasn’t functioning and there was no sign of activity 
at Camp VII It was with rehef that he saw Noyce and Anullu start out on 
their climb Yet it was a rehef tinged with misgiving when he realized that 

Noyce was following the contingency plan. v 

It must have seemed to Hunt at that moment as though the expedition was 
gomg to founder without even reaching the South Col Twelve days had been 
spent on the Lhotse Face and still it wasn’t conquered His resolution 
weakened, and when Hillary again pressed him to allow Tenzing and himself 
to go up m support, Hunt reluctantly agreed He felt that Tenzing’s presence 
might have a stimulating influence on the Sherpas at Camp VII, but he 
stressed to Hillary that he should only go beyond Camp VII if the extreme 
urgency of the situation demanded it His intention was to boost morale, 
nothing more His reluctance to play his ace early was obvious to the last 
Meanwhile Noyce and Anullu were making splendid progress They 
climbed above the Lhotse Glacier and swung out onto the great leftwards 
traverse towards the col The snow was firm and, so it seemed to the watchers 
below, the higher the two men climbed, the faster they travelled At last they 
struck the Lhotse ndge some 200 ft above the South Col The spell was 
broken. 

It was 5pm when they arrived back to a somewhat crowded Camp VI 1 
There were fourteen Sherpas, Wylie, Hillary and Tenzing — all immensely 
cheered by the success that Noyce and Anullu had achieved 
There was never any doubt that once Hillary and Tenzing had got to Camp 
VII they would continue to the South Col It was unreasonable to expect 
Noyce to return to the col after such a splendid pioneering effort, which meant 
that Charles Wylie would have to lead fourteen Sherpas up there on his own 
Both Hillary and Tenzing considered this too was unreasonable, and so, 
despite Hunt’s orders, they felt compelled to go on It was just the situation 
they had dreamed of, and they made full use of their opportunity Next day, 
as Noyce and Anullu went down to Advanced Base, Hillary and Tenzing led 
Wylie and his Sherpas up to the South Col It was a superb effort - thirteen^ 
good loads delivered to the col in one carry f 

And that evening Hillary and Tenzing were back in Advanced Base It had 
been another incredible performance from this pair from Camp IV to Cam| 
VII in one day, from Camp VII to the South Col and back to Camp IV i fn 
another - from 21 ,000 ft to 26,000 ft and back in less than thirty hours Hunt 
just hoped they hadn’t burned themselves out 
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and Evans continued to be bugged by oxygen difficulties, ft is doubtful, 
though, whether these seriously affected the outcome of the day s events 
Much to Hunt’s chagrin Ang Tenzing still did not feel able to move ( a 
shirker’ Hunt wrote in his diary), so he and Da Namgyal shared out the extra 
load between them, in addition to their own, and set off for the South East 
Ridge at 7 a m Evans and Bourdillon, unloaded, were later in starting 
because of the oxygen apparatus problem, but soon caught up with the others 
and overtook them Cloud was boiling up to the east, so that only the tops o 
great peaks like Makalu and Kangchenjunga pierced through them 

Seen from the South Col, the South East Ridge of Everest looks very little 
like the popular idea of a ndge Because of foreshortening it looks more like a 
separate peak* a conical face rising from the col, not too steeply, an 
terminating m a snowy apex which is in fact the South Summit of Everest A 
rock band separates the col from the ndge proper and this is penetrated by a 
shallow gully about 1,300 ft high, on the right-hand side of the ‘face’ presented 
to the observer About half way up there is a distinctive snowy shoulder, and it 
was here that Hunt and Da Namgyal hoped to dump their loads in readiness 
for the second assault And yet, as is so often the case m the mountains, all is 
not what it seems' the ndge is mdeed a proper ndge - it is simply that it 
presents something of a flank to the observer. 

Hunt and Da Namgyal struggled up the ndge to the tattered remnants of 
the Swiss tent where Lambert and Tenzing had spent a night during their 
pioneering attempt the year before Both men were feeling the effects of 
altitude - Hunt later discovered that the breathing tube in his oxygen set was 
choked with ice — and it was all they could manage to climb another hundred 
feet or so before dumping their loads and making a weary retreat to the South 
Col. 

Meanwhile Evans and Bourdillon had been making splendid progress The 
early morning troubles with the closed-circuit oxygen sers seemed to have 
been overcome, and though Evans was condemned by the adjustments to only 
half the normal supply of four litres per minute, they managed the first 
1,300 ft in an hour and a half. Had they continued at that rate they would have 
reached the South Summit by 10 30 a m 

Unfortunately, as they climbed higher they found the going more difficult 
Soft fresh snow covered many of the ledges and great care was necessary to 
avoid a slip The cloud was now wreathing all about them and it began to 
snow 

By 1 1 a m they had reached the snow shoulder where Hunt had hoped to 
place his camp The ground was easier here, being more level, so they took 
the opportunity to change the soda-lime canisters in their oxygen sets for fresh 
ones Unfortunately, this seemed to knock Evans’s apparatus off key again 
and he had great trouble in breathing 
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When they reached the foot of the final pyramid that forms the South 
Summit they first of all tried the snow slopes on the Kangshung side, but 
finding these crusted and in potential avalanche condition, Bourdillon led the 
way to a rocky crest over on his left, which though splintered and rotten did 
offer good holds The crest comprised steep walls separated by sloping ledges 
which gave them a zig-zag course towards the final hundred-foot cone of snow 
Plodding laboriously up these soft slopes, Evans gasping for breath, they 
eventually came out onto a cormced little dome It was the South Summit of 
Everest The time was 1pm' 6 

At 28,750 ft it was the highest summit that had ever been attained, and if 
Hunt’s expedmon did nothing else, at least Bourdillon and Evans had given it 
one small feather to stick in its cap - small compared with the major prize, that 
is Anywhere else, any other situauon, and it would have been a significant 
achievement for a maior expedition But on Everest, the South Summit was 
only a stepping stone to the ulumate prize - and from it, for the first time, the 
climbers would see the final ridge in close-up 
It was a fearsome sight narrow, apparently steep, with precipitous drops on 
either side and huge cornices billowing like frozen waves out o\cr the 
Kangshung face A westerly wind was howling, blowing spindrift across the 
ridge, limiting visibility and giving it all the attributes of a snow filled acnal 
maelstrom 

The question, of course, w r as whether to go on or turn back The two 
climbers had achieved their primary obiccuve and the ridge ahead looked 
difficult Evans estimated that it would take them three hours to reach the 
summit and another two hours to return to the South Peak, to which must be 
added a further two and a half hours of descent to the South Col - a total of 
seven and a half hours They had enough oxygen for only a third of that time - 
enough to get them to the summit, but not back again Were they willing to 
risk a one-way ticket' 5 

The crux of the matter was Evans’s faulty oxygen sci Both men were 
prepared to risk an oxygenless descent, but supposing Evans’s set broke down 
before ihcv even reached the summit? Bourdillon, beset bv the double 
frustration of having his life’s ambition not quite within his grasp and being let 
dow n by the v erv apparatus he had helped to design , was all for making a solo 
attempt He even went down into the dip beyond the South Summit, but to no 
real purpose 

Wnung from memory a quarter of a century bier, Evans described their 
feelings on the South Summit 

r rom memory, Bourdillon and 1 did diteuss on the South Summit the 
question of whtthcr he should go on alone and we came m the conJusicn 
that the right thing to do was for both of us to descend It would be quite 
wrong to say that he was ‘beside himself with frui'ra’roo and my 
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recollection of the half-hour spent on the South Summit is of weighing up 
the pros and cons of any course of action very' dispassionately, ^ou must 
remember that the faculties and energies of people suffering from anoxia 
are very much reduced and at great heights both ambitions and frustrations 
are diminished pressures and arguments arc not strong I think all I can sa> 
is that we did discuss the possibility of Bourdillon going on alone and that 
we decided that taking into consideration time, the remaining supply o 
oxygen, our estimates of time for covering the distance to the top and back, 
our own condition and the weather which was not good, we agreed that the 
sensible thing was to come down 

Beyond the South Summit there was then a small drop before the ndge 
continued and Bourddlon went down this on a rope and back again so that 
we could report on this little bit of the route to Hillary I am not now sure 
whether we both went down onto the next bit of the ridge, but I rather think 
it was Bourdillon alone, not however unroped . 17 

Retreat was the only course open to them. 

It was a nightmare descent Evans’s oxygen set continued to malfunction 
and ultimately, by some skilful tinkering, Bourdillon managed to convert it to 
the open-circuit system Both men were desperately tired and slipped con- 
tinuously When the final gully leading to the South Col was reached they more 
or less fell down it, too tired to be concerned any more Evans wrote later* 

We knew that we were too tired to be safe, but somehow we had to get 
down it Moving one at a time, and belaying with the axe-shaft driven well 
in, we had made several rope-lengths when I came off I was last, and just 
beginning to move down to Bourdillon I found myself shooting past him, 
was slightly annoyed with myself for the slip, and thought that I must keep 
my crampons off the snow After what seemed a very long time, the rope 
pulled slightly at my waist, but there was no check to my speed, and I 
thought to myself, ‘Hello, so Tom is coming too ’ Fortunately we were 
below the steepest part of the gully and before long the slope ceased, and we 
came to rest in softer snow My axe came sliding by, and I was able to catch 
it before giving myself over to the business of getting back my breath After 
I had made my apologies to Bourdillon (we were always punctilious on these 
occasions), we went on down 18 

The climbers at the South Col went out to greet them and help them back to 
camp Hillary later described them 

The two men were an awe-inspinng sight 1 Clad in all them bulky clothes, 
with their great loads of oxygen on their backs and masks on their faces, 
they looked like figures from another world They moved silently down 
towards us - a few stiff, jerky paces - then stop 1 Then a few more paces 1 
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They must be very near to complete exhaustion With a lump in my throat, 
I climbed up to where they now stood waiting, silent and with bowed 
shoulders From head to foot they were encased in ice There was ice on 
their clothing, on their oxygen sets, and on their rope It was hanging from 
their hair and beards and eyebrows they must have had a temble time in 
the wind and snow ! 19 

Because there had been a delay of twenty-four hours m making the first 
assault, the second assault team had caught up with them at the col and 
consequendy the three tents there were overcrowded that night There was 
Hunt, Bourdillon and Evans, tired from then attempt on the ndge, Hillary 
and Tenzing, the second assault team, Gregory and Lowe, the second support 
team, and three Sherpas AngNyima, AngTemba and Pemba The rest of the 
Sherpas who had brought loads up that day had gone straight back down 
again, taking with them Ang Tenzing and Da Namgyal, the two men who, 
with Hunt, had formed the first support team 
The wind rose during the night and continued to buffet the tents with 
ferocious gusts throughout the next day To the climbers crowded in the tents 
on the col, Everest presented a terrifying spectacle as the clouds wreathed and 
shredded around the South East Ridge and streaks of spindrift were flung high 
into the air There could be no attempt that day 

Nevertheless it was essential that the camp should be relieved of some of the 
overcrowding and, as the weather wasn’t bad enough to prevent a descent to 
Camp VII, Evans and Bourdillon set off down, accompanied by the Sherpa 
Ang Temba, who had been feeling ill However, scarcely had they left the 
tents when Bourdillon collapsed in the snow He was given an oxygen set, 
which revived him for a ume, but he collapsed again It became obvious that 
the party would need help if they were to reach Camp VII in safety 

Now according to Hunt’s original plan, the second assault was to be 
launched by Hillary and Tenzing, with Gregory and two Sherpas in support, 
but as it turned out Lowe and Hunt were there as well Lowe had brought up 
the Sherpas the previous day and bad persuaded Hunt to let him stay on to 
help Gregory, while Hunt had conceived the notion that as leader he ought to 
stay at the col until the second attack succeeded or failed In short, both men 
found convenient excuses to be where the acuon was excuses which they 
justified to themselves, if to nobody else There was no reason to suppose that 
Gregory and the Sherpas couldn’t have managed without Lowe and, leader or 
not, there was nothing Hunt could have done at the South Col except sit and 
wait 

So the emergency caused by Bourdillon’s weakness presented John Hunt 
with a dilemma Who was to go down with Bourdillon, himself or Lowe? Both 
were, in a sense, superfluous to the needs of the assault party 

And just for a moment — for one fleeting instant during the whole long 
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expedition - Hunt cracked under the strain The temptation was too greati 
even for a man of Hunt’s ingrained sense of justice, and he ordered Lowe to go 
down with Bourdillon. Rank, as the Americans say, hath privileges. Natura y 
enough, Lowe argued long and volubly - and Hillary supported him. t 
wasn’t until George was actually getting ready to go that Hunt sudden y 
changed his mind ‘I have never admired him more than for this dif c t 
decision,’ Hillary wrote later — and one tends to agree with him 
What caused the sudden volte face ? Was it that Hunt realized that by 
sending Lowe down he was possibly weakening the attack should an 
emergency arise? Or was it that his highly developed sense of fair play at last 
overcame self-interest? The fact was that, leader or not, he was also part of the 
support for the first assault team - and it was a member of the first assault 
team who was in trouble True, the assault itself was over, but did his duty not 
extend to seemg them safely off the mountain 5 That is the word which must 
have nagged at Hunt’s conscience remorselessly - duty. To an officer brought 
up in the code of the pre-war British Army (and more especially, as m Hunt s 
case, m India) it was not a word to brush aside lightly 21 

So Hunt went down with Evans, Bourdillon and Ang Temba It must have 
been a nightmare descent for all four, there wasn’t one really fit man among 
them ‘The blind leading the blind,’ Hillary grimly recalled They got down 
safely, but not without incident Just before they reached Camp VII, Ang 
Temba fell into a crevasse, and the other three didn’t have enough strength 
left to pull him out Fortunately Mike Ward and Wilf Noyce came out from 
the camp and effected a rescue 

It is interesting to compare the effects of the two days, 26 and 27 May, on 
Evans and Bourdillon. Because of the malfunctioning of his apparatus Evans 
had not derived the full benefit from the oxygen he earned and m consequence 
had been desperately fatigued during the climb to the South Summit 
Nevertheless, on his return to the South Col he recovered fairly quickly and 
was probably the fittest man of the four who descended to Camp VII 
Bourdillon, on the other hand, supplied with pure oxygen, had been fit during 
the assault, but deteriorated immediately he removed his mask, on his return 
to the South Col In Ward’s opinion removing the pure oxygen of the 
closed-circuit system was equivalent to a sudden de-acclimatization, hence 
Bourdillon’s collapse No doubt psychological factors came into it too — 
nothing is so wearying as failure, real or imagined - but even so it was a 
further point against the closed-oxygen system Bourdillon’s experience seems 
to indicate that once this system is used by a climber going high, he is 
committed to its continual use until he returns to a safe lower level - certainly 
much lower than the South Col The logistical implication of this could well be 
staggering Since 1953 all development has been towards the ever improving 
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open-circuit system, and as far as mountaineering is concerned the dosed 
system became an anachronism 

On the morning of 28 May the second assault began The support team 
moved off first, at 8 45 a m , Lowe in the lead carrying 45 lb of stores, 
Gregory and Ang Nyima behind with about 40 lb apiece The second Sherpa, 
Pemba, was ill and could take no part in the effort Hillary and Tenzing 
followed at 10 a m , and though they were supposed to be lightly loaded, to 
conserve their energies for the summit push next day, they were in fact 
carrying rather more than thar supporters Of course, they were spared the 
tedium of cutting steps on the ice - they simply followed those cut by Lowe’s 
party 

The two groups came together at the tattered remnants of the old Swiss 
camp and from there on climbed together A little further and they came 
across the load dumped by Hunt and Da Namgyal They added this material 
to their own loads, sparing Ang Nyima, who wasn’t going too well They were 
now carrying over 50 lb apiece - and Hillary m fact was carrying 63 lb Even 
for a tough New Zealander like Hillary, it was a phenomenal load to carry at 
high altitude 

Hunt’s dumping site had been considered too low for an effective assault on 
the summit (being only 150 ft higher than the old Swiss camp), but now they 
were faced with the problem of finding an altemauve, higher up the ndgc 
Frequently their hopes were raised by the sight of some ledge, only to discover 
on reaching it that it was an illusion - there was no ledge at all, or it sloped 
wickedly, or it was too small and was totally inadequate even for a small 
two-man tent 

They were all extremely tired and near to despair when Tenzing thought he 
remembered a place he had passed when he was with Lambert the previous 
year They traversed over to the left to find it, but the promised land turned 
out to be just another unsuitable site They were about at the end of their 
tether and didn't know quite what to do next when George Lowe spotted a 
tmy platform some fifty feet above 

Anxiously they crawled up to it It wasn’t ideal because though it was big 
enough it sloped, but it would have to do The height was estimated at 
27,900 ft The time was 2 30 p m 

After thankfully dumping their loads the three members of the support 
team wasted no time in starting off down again From now on Hillary and 
Tenzing were on their own The success or failure of the cxpediuon rested in 
their hands . 

The first task - and an urgent one - was to try to make the ledge more 
suitable for crecung a tent on They scraped away with their axes in nn 
attempt to construct a level platform, but after two and a half hours’ work the 
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best they could achieve was a sort of two-tier effect, with one level about six 
inches higher than the other They straddled the tent across this and lashed 
the guys at one end to oxygen cylinders and at the other to a somewhat 
dubious knob of rock It didn’t seem too secure, but it was the best they could 
manage under the circumstances. 

Their great exertions of the day had made the two men hungry despite the 
altitude and it wasn’t long before Tenzing had boiled some chicken noodle 
soup They followed this with sardines and dates, and as a special delicacy a 
tin of apricots which Hillary had brought up specially for such an occasion In 
addition they consumed mug after mug of hot sweet lemon drink, which was 
full of carbohydrate energy and a safeguard against dehydration 

Once they had eaten their fill they settled m for the night, Tenzing laying 
out his airbed on the lower platform, quite unconcerned about the thousands 
of feet of space which lay beyond the tent wall on that side, while Hillary 
settled onto the narrower upper platform. They had little oxygen to spare for 
sleeping and Hillary decided to use it in two shifts from 9pm to 1 1 p m and 
from lam to 3 a m , dunng which time they dozed The two hours from 1 1 
pm to 1 a m they spent in drinking hot lemon, the inevitable brewing ntual 
that is a feature of mountain bivouacs. As a mountain camp it had one unique 
feature - it was the highest that Man had ever camped at that time 

They were wakened at 3 a m by a sudden coldness which told them their sleep- 
ing oxygen had run out From their sleepmg bags they tackled once again the 
business of eating and drinking -and Hillary had the added chore of thawing out 
his boots, which he had removed the night before for the sake of comfort 22 
By 6 30 a m they were ready to begin the climb As they stood on the any 
ledge by the tent they looked very different figures from then- predecessors of 
thirty years earlier Basically, their underneath clothing, based on wool for 
warmth, was the same, with the addition of a string vest, but on top of this 
they wore a duvet suit thick padded jacket and trousers filled with fine Eider 
down, over which was a shell suit of wmdproof cloth On their hands they 
wore three pairs of gloves silk inside, then wool, and an outer casing of 
wmdproof cloth A man dressed like this is impressively bulky Add the huge 
insulated boots, the goggles and the oxygen mask, and he looks like a creature 
from outer space They had come a long way from the days of clinker nails, 
puttees and Norfolk jackets 

They climbed up the ndge, cursing the crusted snow which broke beneath 
their boots and let them sink with an energy-sapping jolt up to their knees at 
every step, until they came to the snow shoulder-where Evans and Bourdillon 
had changed oxygen cylinders Hillary was concerned over their own oxygen 
supply, so he fell on the abandoned cylinders eagerly and was delighted to 
discover that each was one third full - another hour’s supply and a useful 
standby for their return down the ndge 
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At last they came to the great sweep of snow which led to the South 
Summit This was where Bourdillon had traversed left to reach the rock ndge 
and where he and Evans had zig-zagged up from ledge to ledge of unstable 
rock Hillary, possibly put off by his predecessors’ account of the ndge and 
being in any case a snow and ice climber by training, opted to go straight up 
the steep white slope that towered ahead 23 
Immediately, he knew he was in trouble The- snow slope was steep and 
dangerously unstable It was so powdery that there was no hope of a firm belay 
with his ice axe If either man slipped, there was little chance of arresting the fall 
and a fair risk of starting an avalanche There was a more than even chance that 
it would avalanche in any case and sweep them off the mountain It was a nervy, 
risky business - ‘My solar plexus was tight with fear,’ Hillary later confessed 
But he was willing to risk much for Everest that had been Hillary’s 
philosophy all along 

“Ed, my boy, this is Everest - you’ve got to push it a bit harder,’ he said to 
himself When Tenzing came up to him Hillary asked his opinion 
“Very bad, very dangerous!’ said Tenzing 
“Do you think we should go on?’ 

‘Just as you wish ’ 24 

They went on ‘It was one of the most dangerous places I have ever been on 
a mountain,’ Tenzing later recalled 

But at last, after what seemed a lifetime, they reached the firmer snow of the 
final cone and climbed to the South Summit The time was 9am 

Though they were blessed with better weather than Evans and Bourdillon, 
who had seen the final ndge through swirling snow, it still looked a formidable 
climb The huge cornices overhanging the nght-hand side of the ndge 
precluded any chance of keeping to the crest, for a cornice could easily break 
away and precipitate them down the Kangshung face The only chance of 
tackling it lay on the left side, which was fearfully steep If the snow was in 
bad condition it might even be impossible 
But, to Hillary’s delight, the snow was crisp and firm They traversed it 
without much difficulty to the foot of a rocky tower which barred further 
progress It was not an unexpected obstacle it showed up prominently on 
aerial photographs and could be seen quite distinctly through binoculars from 
as far away as Thyangboche in the Khumbu valley It was in fact an upwards 
step m the ndge, about forty feet high, and now known as the Hillary Step 23 
There was no way of climbing this barrier directly and it seemed a chancy 
business to try to arcumvent it on the left, for having got round the base of the 
step there was no telling whether it would be possible to climb back to the 
ndge However, over on the right hand side Hillary saw a possible though 
nsky way up A huge snow cornice lapped up against the rock step, and as is 
often the case some melting had taken place and a gap had formed between 
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rock and ice It was wide enough for a man to slip into Was it possible, 
Hillary wondered, to climb it as one would a rock chimney^ Or would the 
thrusting of cramponed feet be sufficient to send the cornice sliding off to 
eternity, and with it the climber? 

Tenzing took a secure belay and Hillary eased himself into the slit 
Tentatively he leaned back against the ice, facing towards the rock where he 
might hope to find handholds. The cornice made no movement Then came 
the real test He stamped his crampons hard into the ice behind him and 
levered upwards The ice remained firm With gathering confidence he 
squirmed and clawed his way up the fissure, pulled himself over the top onto a 
flat ledge, and lay there gasping for breath after his great effort. 

When he had recovered he took a firm stance and called for his partner to 
come up, and eventually Tenzing arrived gaspmg by his side. 26 

Beyond the rock step the angle of the ndge eased off. It presented a senes of 
rising undulations, still with the fearsome cornices on the right But the going 
was easier and now the two men could move together, there was no need for 
belays Hump after hump was crossed until suddenly Hillary was aware that 
i T Cre n ° more J adulations ahead, only a sharply dropping ndge, and 
plateau ’ thousands of feet bdow > the ochre brown carpet of the Tibetan 

? al ? ndge l osc for some forty feet t0 a snow y dome Hiiiay 

fXwed began to cm steps to the top Tenang 

Sherm TV bdlmd At 11 30 a m , 29 May 1953, Edmund Hillary and 

first^ J g Step f d ° nt ° the Sumnut of Moum Everest Md b ecame the 

first men ever to reach the highest point of the terrestnal globe. 

his is how Hillary desenbed their moment of triumph- 

that r ° nC rebe ^ ~ re k®f that the long gnnd was over, 

to a critical li een reached before our oxygen supplies had dropped 
m havinp a ^ fellef 11131 m 1136 end ^ m ountain had been kind to us 
unapnroach P w Sandy r0Unded cone for lts summit instead of a fearsome and 

ZonTsZ^r t C ? miCe Bm WIth rehef was a vague sense of 

so ma T * 3t 1 Should have been lucR y one to at tam the ambmon of 
that . braVC ^ determined climbers It seemed difficult at first to grasp 

to 7° tbere 1 was t0 ° Ured and t0 ° conscious of the long way down 
itself ^ really t0 feel great elauon But as the fact of our success thrust 
«hruueh° rC C l! arly mt0 my mind ’ 1 felt a 1 u,et glow of sausfaction spread 
had cier r l b ° dy ~ ‘ sausfacuon ,KS vociferous but more powerful than I 
Even benelithh" a mou,,tam i IO P bcfore 1 wmod and looked at Tenang 
see his infectious ‘“T ?“* Md the lacles hang “ s from ha lr, I could 
shook insoodllrf ! d c ,8h ' 1 hC ! d ° Ut my hand > “ d “ sdence we 

Anglo-Saxon fashion But this was not enough for Tenang, 
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and impulsively he threw his arm around my shoulders and we thumped 
each other on the back in mutual congratulations 27 

Hillary busied himself taking photographs and then peered down the great 
North Ridge where the early Everest attempts had been made He thought of 
Mallory and Irvine and looked around the summit to see whether there was 
any trace of them having been there, but there wasn’t Meanwhile Tenzing 
had dug a hole in the snow and placed in it some small items of food as a gift to 
the Gods of Chomolungma Into the same hole Hillary placed a little crucifix 
which John Hunt had given him for just such a purpose 28 
They carved seats for themselves in the snow, ate some Kendal mint cake, 
and then, fifteen minutes after their arrival, set off on the long tiring journey 
back to the South Col 

In an hour they were back at the South Summit Then came the nasty part- 
thc descent of the dangerous snow face beyond the South Summit - but they 
managed it and before long they reached the oxygen cylinders left by Evans 
and Bourdillon They still had some of their own oxygen left, however, which 
was sufficient to take them back to their camp of the previous night, so they 
earned the two spare cylinders back to the tent 
They paused at then overnight camp long enough for Tenzing to make a 
brew of lemon dnnk while Hillary changed the oxygen cylinders They had 
climbed throughout the day on a flow rate of three litres per minute (three 
quarters the normal rate) but now he reduced it to two litres per minute He 
had calculated that at that rate it should just see them safely back to the South 
Col 

Packing up their personal belongings they set out agam on the last stage of 
the descent, leaving the little tent to its fate on Everest’s icy flank 29 
And all went well Though buffeted by squalls of wind that unaccountably 
roared down the final couloir, as if Everest was trying to show some final 
disapproval, they emerged safely at the bottom and began slowly to make their 
way towards the camp on the col 

George Lowe came out to meet them, carrying hot soup and spare oxygen 
Hillary waved his axe and George knew they’d been successful 
‘In rough New Zealand slang,’ wrote Hillary later, ‘1 shouted out the good 
news ’ 

What he actually said was ‘Well, George, we knocked the bastard off ’ 

On the day after the second assault the atmosphere at Camp IV was charged 
with hopes and fears Nobody knew whether Hillary and Tenzing had 
succeeded or not there was no radio communication with the South Col, and a 
visual signal which Hunt had arranged was obscured by drifting mists 

Pracucally the whole team was gathered at Camp I V to await the news One 
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of the last to come up from Base Camp was James Moms, The Times 
correspondent, who, though no mountaineer, was determined to be at the 
heart of the drama for its closmg scenes Anxious eyes scoured the Lhotse 
Face and eventually five tiny dots could be seen descending Hillary, Tenzing, 
Lowe, Noyce (who had replaced Gregory) and the Sherpa Pasang Phutar 
That m itself was a great relief to the watchers nobody had been killed 
The hours dragged on and the descending figures were lost m the ice maze 
of the Lhotse Glacier The tension in the camp mounted until suddenly a 
shout went up ‘There they are 1 ’ 

James Morns descnbed the ensuing moments vividly 


I rushed to the door of the tent, and there emerging from a little gully, not 
more than five hundred yards away, were four worn figures in windproof 
clothing As a man we leapt out of the camp and up the slope, our boots 
sinking and skidding in the soft snow, Hunt wearing big dark snow-goggles, 
Gregory with the bobble on the top of Jus cap jiggling as he ran, Bourdillon 
with braces outside his shirt, Evans with the rim of his hat turned up in 
front like an American stevedore’s Wildly we r an and slithered up the 
snow, and the Sherpas, emerging excitedly from their tents, ran after us 
I could not see the returning climbers very clearly, for the exertion of 
running had steamed up my goggles, so that I looked ahead through a thick 
mist But I watched them approaching dimly, with never a sign of success or 
ure, like drugged men Down they tramped, mechanically, and up we 
raced, trembling with expectation Soon I could not see a thing for the 
steam, so I pushed the goggles up from my eyes, and just as I recovered 

thT ^ S , udden dazzle of * e snow I caught sight of George Lowe, leading 
A ow n ehill He was raising his arm and waving as he walked' It 
thumbs up Everest was climbed' Hillary brandished his ice-axe in 
l ii 1U131 P 5 enzing slipped suddenly sideways, recovered and shot us a 
men nu W ^ $ u U ^ e i and were ^ong us, back from the summit, with 
takine nhc!^ ? nds and em bracmg them, laughmg, smiling, crying, 

dehchi nf r °^ ra P s ’ Hughmg agam, crying again, till the noise and the 

hill i u 3 ran ^ down the Cwm and set the Sherpas, following us up the 
mu, laughmg m anucipation 30 

ann 10 ^ 3 ^ 'f 3S ° n kand t0 film it all for posterity, the slow, forlorn looking 

and^acks^ ^ *° Ur men ’ ^ eor & e Lowe’s sudden exulting cry, the hugging 

Stobart 11 was a dramatic emotional moment - and one which 

ahcad^o me * h ^ l ° What makes a good movie ’ had contrived He had gone 

success untd ihi rCtUrnuig herocs mid had persuaded them not to reveal their 

dn throats of Z, mo ™ em 1110 rcsuIls were electnc and brought lumps to 
^ inema audiences round the world 

Tcnzmgm 'T "“l ” 8 domc tcnt at Camp IV and wMe Htllaiy and 

thcry omelette apiece’ listened to the tall New Zealander’s 
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account of their adventure In the background James Moms scribbled 
furiously Already he had grasped the possibility of the Everest story 
coinciding with the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II and the impact such a 
coincidence would base in Britain It was gilding the lily perhaps -but what’s 
wrong with golden lilies’ As soon as Hillary had finished his talc, Moms set 
off for Base Camp, guided by Mike Wcstmacott 
Meanwhile, Hunt made a brief emotional speech about the success and the 
way in which everyone had contributed to it Then he returned to his tent, too 
ill to take part in further celebrations that night The release of tension had 
been too much for him, coming as it did on top of months of strain and weeks 
of arduous physical activity 

For the others, as they sipped their celebratory rum and endlessly 
recounted incidents of the expedition, did they realize that theirs was what 
Moms had called ‘the last innocent adventure’? Certainly they all knew that 
the ascent of Everest was more than just another climb, but they had gone into 
the adventure with much the same spirit as Mallory They were skilled 
amateurs on a paid holiday, and though some might argue that the whole show 
was run with a military efficiency alien to the mountaineering ethos, that 
advenuuous aids like benzedrine tablets and a 2 in mortar were taken along, 
not to mention oxygen, the impression remains that the ghost of Mallory 
wasn’t far away 31 

They also thought about their reception back home, about how pleased 
everyone would be, even if it was only by the fact that now Everest was out of 
the way, attention could be turned to some real mountain climbing There 
might even be a dinner or two held in their honour and of course there would 
be the inevitable lectures to give 

This was the extent of their projections into the immediate future None of 
them had any real idea of the impact which the climb was to have not only on 
the world in general and Britain in particular, but especially on themselves 
Perhaps only Wilf Noyce, the philosopher-poet, had uneasy feelings about the 
aftermath of climbing Everest he could sense vaguely that the Everest they 
knew, a great shoulder of rock and ice symbolizing not only majesty but also 
pain and discomfort, would give way to another Everest, the Everest of public 
acclaim, adulation, sycophancy and misunderstanding 

Even as they sipped their rum, the harbinger of all their fates was staggering 
down the Iccfall with news for the outside world 

For a non-mountaineer, James Moms bad put up quire a remarkable 
performance over the past two days, going from Base Camp to Camp IV and 
back again His return trip was an agony of tiredness but he was spurred on by 
two driving thoughts - first, that he had an outstanding news scoop on his 
hands, and secondly, that with luck he could get the story to London in time 
for the Coronation 

As far as the latter was concerned haste was imperative because the 
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ceremony was m three days’ time and Base Camp was a long way from 
civilization As for the scoop — well, scoops have a habit of rapidly slipping 
away There were Sherpas coming down from the mountain who would pass 
the news on to their colleagues and it would run like quicksilver down the 
Khumbu valley - Chomolungma conquered 1 And in the valley, as Moms well 
knew, were two rival journalists, Ralph Izzard of the Daily Mail and Peter 
Jackson of Reuters, only too eager to snap up any news and beat The Times 
exclusive coverage Secrecy and speed both were essential to Morns. 

Arrangements had been made with the Bntish Embassy m Kathmandu to 
send any messages direct to Whitehall for immediate delivery to The Times - 
use of diplomatic facilities much cnticized by other newspapers - but 
Kathmandu was at least a week away and Moms knew that in order to get his 
message to London in time for the Coronation he would need to use the Indian 
radio post at Namche Bazar He sent a runner there as quickly as possible with 
the coded message 

Snow conditions bad stop advanced base abandoned yesterday stop awaiting 
improvement 
which decoded read 

Summit of Everest reached on 29 May by Hillary and Tenzing 
Obligingly the Namche operator relayed the message to Kathmandu and 
very soon it was on its way to London The need for the code was more than 
justified the message ‘leaked’ en route, and several newspapers were unwise 
enough to take it at face value and report the expedition’s failure An exclusive 
dispatch appeared in The Times on the morning of 2 June, Coronation Day 
Just as Stobart had pulled off a cinematic tour de force when he filmed the 
meeting of Hunt and Hillary at Camp I V, so too James Morns had pulled off a 
sensational coup 

And so the Bntish, as usual, had not only won the last battle but had timed 
victory in a masterly fashion Even had it not been announced on Coronation 
Day it would have made world headlines, but in Bntain at least the finking of 
the two events was regarded almost as an omen, ordained by the Almighty as a 
special blessing for the dawn of a New Elizabethan Age It is doubtful whether 
any single adventure had ever before received such universal acclaim Scott’s 
epic last journey, perhaps, or Stanley’s finding of Livingstone - it was of that 
order The fact that neither of the two men who reached the top was actually 
Bntish seemed of little importance to the public m those days Bntain still had a 
far-flung empire and New Zealanders were certainly regarded as chips off the 
d Mother Block Even N epal , through the long association of the Bntish Army 
W1 e Gurkhas, was regarded as the next best thing to a Bntish colony. 

e climbers themselves were genuinely amazed at their reception by the 
P u ic it ar outstnpped anything they had imagined and Noyce’s ‘other 
verest proved to be almost as much an ordeal as the real thing There were 
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lectures and banquets galore they were feted and honoured around the world, 
and even a year later Noyce wrote ‘the honeymoon is not yet quite ended’ 
Hillary and Hunt received knighthoods, Tenzing received the George 
Medal These were the immediate trappings of success, but it would be an 
interesting study for a sociologist to determine what effect the ascent of 
Everest had on the later lives and careers of the participants Suffice to say 
here that the three principal figures in the drama - Hunt, Hillary and Tenzing 
- were projected onto a world stage where even now, more than twenty-five 
years on, they arc still instantly recognized 

For Tenzing the change was particularly profound an overnight leap from 
being an obscure peasant to a national hero - indeed, a two-nation hero, since 
he was bom m Nepal but lived most of his life in India His reccpuon in 
Kathmandu on his return from Everest was almost frighteningly ccstauc, with 
crowds chanting ‘Tenzing Zindabad! Tenzing Zmdabadi’ and banners proc- 
laiming ‘Had Tenzing, star of the World’ Nepal, it was said, had produced 
two Gods - the Lord Buddha and Tenzing 
Heady stuff for anybody, let alone an unsophisticated Sherpa, and made 
more confusing by nauonahst politicians who latched onto the Everest 
bandwagon for their own ends Who got to the top first? They wanted to 
know, and without waiting for an answer produced banners showing Tenzing 
hauling a weary Hillary up the final slopes 
Tenzing’s natural quahues came to his rescue, particularly his ability to 
learn quickly and well He emerged from the morass of cant and humbug 
tempered but unscathed and settled down to become the disunguishcd 
Director of Field Training at the Himalayan Mountaineering Insutute at 
Darjeeling In 1957, Lord Hailsham, speaking at the Centenary Dinner of the 
Alpine Club in London, where Tenzing was present, said of him 

Tenzing is one of the group of very famous men who are referred to quite 
simply without prefix or suffix Tenzing has won fame all over the world, 
not only for what he has done but for the quahues of spirit and character 
which have made him known and loved and respected wherever he has 
been What an ambassador he has been for a people who for many centuries 
lived secluded in their mountains and valleys and are now for the first ume 
to be fully known and admired by the majority of mankind 32 

All the members of the successful Everest team have retamed their interest 
in mountaineering through the years which have followed Tragically, two of 
them died m the mountains Bourdillon was killed in the Alps m 1956 and 
Noyce in the Pamirs w 1962 

What of the sport itself? Mountaineering as a leisure aenvity certainly 
expanded manyfold in the years following 1953 
There are mdicauons that this would have happened anyway, but anyone 
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who has hved through this period and been closely connected with the sport 
recognizes that the ascent of Everest did give a certain undefinable yet very 
real impetus to the sport m Britain 

Profits from John Hunt’s official account of the adventure. The Ascent of 
Everest , from the film and from the lectures were set aside to fund the Mount 
Everest Foundation to ‘encourage, or support, expeditions for the exploration 
of, and research mto the geology, ethnology and similar sciences of the 
mountain regions of the world’ and grants have been made each year since 
1954 to expeditions When Everest was climbed some people wondered 
whether that was an end to Himalayan mountaineering, but Wilfrid Noyce 
had the perfect answer by countering with another question Did the ascent of 
Mont Blanc mean the end of Alpine climbing? 

In his diary for 30 May 1953 - the day he met Hillary and Tenzing on their 
return from the summit - John Hunt wrote ‘Thus ends the Epic of Everest.’ It 
was the biggest misjudgement he ever made 


342 



Interlude 


When it comes to climbing them, all great mountains seem to pass through the 
same stages of development First of all there is the attempt to gam the 
summit, usually by the easiest or most convenient route, and by almost any 
means short of mechanical transport Once that is out of the way, the climbers 
turn their attention to more difficult ascents and to climbing the mountain m a 
‘purer’ way - that is to say, by cutting down on adventitious aids, such as 
oxygen Non-climbers frequcndy cannot understand this To them the 
summit is the obvious goal - and in one way it is, which vs why it is always 
the first challenge to be overcome But it isn’t the real goal the real goal is 
the outcome of the struggle between Man and mountain, with the latter always 
presenting fresh challenges and the former wondering whether he dare accept 
them It is an endless, fascinaung, titanic struggle The conquest of Everest in 
1953 was not the end, nor even the beginning of the end More accurately, it 
was the end of the beginning 

Since Hunt’s great achievement the mountain has followed the classical 
lines of development, as we shall presently discover, but it is always worth 
bearing m mind that Everest has one particular attribute shared by no other 
mountain - it is the highest peak in the world This makes it very special, even 
to hard boiled mountaineers who generally dismiss mere height as something 
of little importance For this reason the original route taken by Hunt’s party is 
still in demand - the top still counts a lot in this case It has been climbed 
many times since 1953 - more frequently in fact than any other of the world s 
8,000 m peaks Hunt’s climb has become the ‘ordinary route’ and the Sherpas 
refer to it disparagingly as the ‘Yak route', but this doesn’t mean it is any 
easier than it was in 1953 - people still fail on it Nevertheless, to detail all the 
expeditions which have attempted the South East Ridge in the last quarter of a 
century or so would be too rcpcutive for our purpose, since very few of them 
contributed an> thing new to man’s fight against Everest For that, we must 
turn elsewhere, and where better to start than that old adversary, the North 
Ridge, which held out against the British for so long? 
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When the Chinese army marched into Tibet in 1950 the northern approaches 
to Everest were effectively sealed to Western climbers A few daring 
adventurers broke the seal to try their luck, as we have seen, and Woody Sayre 
even got to the North Col, but there was no official expedition from the West 
for over forty years 

But this does not mean that there have been no expeditions at all - both the 
Russians and the Chinese themselves have had their parts to play m the 
continuing saga of Everest’s northern slopes The problem is that from 
countries like Russia and China, where every facet of life is moulded to suit 
ideological purposes, it is impossible to get a clear picture of events Success is 
due to ideology and the story is told from that point of view - failure is never 
mentioned 

We know very little about the organization, aims and ethics of Chinese 
mountaineering From time to time word is sent out from Pekmg telling of 
the ascent of some mighty peak deep m China or Tibet, usually accompanied 
by photographs and vague details which give nothing away and are sometimes 
so riddled with inconsistencies as to be totally baffling This does not mean 
that the gist of the story is untrue - it may have been badly translated, 
probably by a non-climber who didn’t understand the finer points even in his 
own language, let alone English, or it may have been doctored by some 
bureaucratic cog m the Ministry of Information to give it a better slant The 
Chinese have without doubt made some very high ascents - but for what 
purposed We know nothing of then ideals we do not even know whether 
there are sporting climbs done, just for the enjoyment of the thing This is 
important, because if we knew more about the corpus of Chinese climbing we 
could assess their great ascents, or failures, m a more sympathetic light 
About the Russian chmbere, on the other hand, we know a great deal 
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Western climbers visit Russia every year to climb m the Caucasus or the 
Pamirs, and Russian climbers pay reciprocal visits on a state sponsored basis 
We know how climbing is organized m Russia, that it has a strong sporting 
element, even to the point of fostering competitive climbing, and though it has 
a structure which Western climbers wouldn’t tolerate, there is no doubt that 
the Russian climber has much the same motivation as his European or 
American counterpart 

But there is a good deal of difference between cultural exchange visits to 
foreign countries and a national expedition to climb Mount Everest The latter 
has political implications involving the prestige of the country (and the Party) 
and it would be bad propaganda for a Soviet team to fail In fact, there has 
never been a Soviet expedition to any of the world’s highest peaks no Russian 
climber has passed the magic 8,000 m mark By not taking pan in the 
Himalayan ascents of the post-war era Soviet climbers have missed out on a 
whole phase of mountaineering history, though they certainly had climbers 
capable enough Political timidity denied them an opportunity 1 
Or did it? Did the Russians in fact try some great endeavour, and get badly 
mauled m the process? If that was the case they would certainly hush it up and 
not try again for a very long time Some observers beheve that this is exactly 
what happened 

In 1952 reports of a Russian expedition to the north side of Everest 
appeared in certain European climbing )oumals and in The Times It was a 
post-monsoon attempt, following the Swiss failure of the spring, and was seen 
by some commentators as an effort to forestall what seemed like the inevitable 
success of the second Swiss expedition or the British expedition scheduled for 
the following year 

The reports menuoned an expedition of thirty-five climbers and five 
scienusts, led by Dr Pawcl Datschnolian, a well known Soviet mountaineer 
They left Moscow on 16 October and after various unforeseen delays reached 
the mountain via Lhasa, eventually attaining a height of 26,800 ft, where they 
established Camp VIII Then disaster struck swiftly and silently the six men 
at Camp VIII simply disappeared and despite an intensive search were never 
seen again The missing men included the leader, Datschnolian, and experi- 
enced climbers such as Lamtsov, Alexandrovich and Kazhinsky It was, in 
fact, a complete disaster 

Such is the story - but is it true? The mouve was certainly strong enough 
had the Soviets been successful in snatching Everest it would have been an 
outstanding propaganda coup, comparable with Sputnik 1 The political will to 
attempt the coup was not lacking either, particularly as this was during the 
Stalinist era and at the height of the cold war Nor was the time scale an 
impossible one — although the expedition must have been a hastily arranged, 
badly prepared affair, the game was worth the candle 
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Yet the evidence is circumstantial Datschnohan, it is said, has never been 
seen smce But why should he have been? Meetings be'tween Soviet climbers 
and those of other countries were virtually unknown at that time, ,so he was 
hardly missed on the international scene. On the other hand, the reports are so 
detailed that, if they are not true, they must have been concocted by 
somebody with a good knowledge of Russian climbers 
The Soviet mountaineering authorities vigorously deny that the 1952 
expedition ever took place According to K Kuzmin, President of the 
USSR Mountaineering Federation 

Neither the Mountaineering Federation of the USSR nor any other 
sports bodies of our country have ever sent expeditions of Soviet moun- 
taineers with the aim of climbing Jomolungma [Everest] m 1952 Some 
reports published by certain foreign publications on this matter do not 
correspond to the truth At that time Soviet climbers did not have an 
opportunity to organize an expedition either to Everest or any other ‘eight 
thousander’ However, later on, having gamed good experience of climbing 
the highest summits located in the territory of our country, Soviet alpinists 
accepted the proposal made by Chinese mountaineers to conduct a joint 
expedition to Jomolungma In this connection three of our climbers — E 
Beletski, L Filimonov and A Kovyrkov - took part m reconnaissance of 
the route of ascent to this summit from the north m 1959 They came back 
home safe and sound The jomt Soviet-Chinese expedition to Jomolungma 
was bemg planned for the next year, however, for reasons not depending 
upon us this expedition did not take place 2 

This is not evidence, of course - merely a statement And just as there is 
only circumstantial evidence that the expedition did take place, so too there is 
only circumstantial evidence that it did not 

The time factor seems wrong Even allowing for the great propaganda 
victory to be gamed, and a consequent willingness to take risks, 16 October is 
very late to be setting out for Everest It is reported that the expedition arrived 
back at base only on 27 December, when the weather would be appalling Yet 
it is just possible, of course - much would depend upon the weather that year, 
though wmds of more than 100 m p h can be expected even m November 
Another, perhaps more telling, pomter has nothing to do with mountaineer- 
ing or Everest, but everything to do with Russia and China As Kuzmin hints 
in his letter, the Sino-Soviet expediuon planned for 1960 did not take place 
because of the widening rift between the two nations This has become 
increasingly bitter over the years, with no opportunity for embarrassing the 
other bemg missed by either side In these circumstances it seems incredible 
Aat the Chinese have never mentioned any Soviet mountaineering disaster on ' 
Everest When their own efforts were crowned with success, it would have 
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been a golden opportunity to make political capital at their arch-enemy’s 
expense Yet they have not done so, nor have any of their expeditions reported 
finding evidence of a Russian attempt 

So we simply don’t know Trying to peer back into the murky fog of 
Stalinist Russia is a particularly unrewarding exercise The chances are that 
the 1952 expedition did not take place, that the whole story was, as Kuzmin 
has called it, ‘a canarcT On the other hand, if it did take place then it was a 
singularly inept venture in which one suspects mountaineering judgement was 
over-ruled by political demands 

Times have changed and the wheel turned full circle In 1982 a Soviet 
expedition will attempt Everest from the south, via Nepal They will do so in 
the full light of world publicity and, win or lose, there can be no secrets this 
time 

It is certain that the Russians helped the Chinese when that nation decided 
to take up mountain climbing in 1955, and the preliminary reconnaissance of 
Everest that took place in 1959 was a culmination of that co-operation But for 
growing political differences there would have been a Sino-Soviet attempt on 
Everest in 1960 As it was, the Russians withdrew, and the Chinese decided to 
go alone 

They had built up, in a very short time, a fairly impressive record of high 
ascents In 1957 they had made the second ascent of Minya Konka (7,590 m ), 
the highest peak in China proper, 3 in 1958 they climbed Shule (6,305 m ), m 
1959 they climbed the North East Peak of Nyenchin Tangla (6,177 m ), and, 
more importantly, Muztagh Ata (7,456 m ) - a peak which had once defeated 
Shipton Two other important ascents were to follow hard on the heels of their 
Everest adventure - Amne Machin (7,160 m ) in 1960 and Kongur Tiube 
Tagh (7,595 m ) the followmg year, the latter by an all woman expedition All 
those up to and including 1959 were shared, if not led, by Soviet climbers, but 
nevertheless it is clear that the Chinese had learned quickly 

They began their plans for an ascent of Everest in 1958 with a thorough 
reconnaissance of the northern approaches Leaving nothing to chance, the 
reconnaissance group consisted not only of climbers but also of various 
assorted scientists geologists, topographers, hydrologists, zoologists, botan- 
ists, surveyors and alutude physiologists, all of whom ‘provided an important 
guarantee for the selection of a safe route’ Most important of all, perhaps, was 
the establishment of a weather stauon near the mountain with a network 
extending right back to Peking, which made forecasting much more reliable 
In 1959 the reconnaissance took place in which the Soviet climbers Beletski, 
Filimonov and Kovyrkov participated, although the Chinese account makes 
no menuon of the Russians and it Is difficult to establish how deep was the 
Soviet involvement m the preparations of 1958 and 1959 Certainly it was 
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meant to be a Sino-Soviet expedition in I960, and it seems likely that much of 
the original planning and the climbing gear was Russian However, the 
political break which caused the Chinese to make the attempt alone did not 
find them helpless or unprepared 

They had earned out detailed historical research into the British pre-war 
expeditions and into the post-war ascents from Nepal They also earned out 
research into tec hni cal problems ‘including even the smallest detail such as the 
use of matches at altitude’ From all this they drew up a four-phase plan, the 
first three phases being concerned with gradual acclimatization and the fourth 
with the assault on the summit Just m case this didn’t work out they also had 
alternative plans for three-phase and five-phase assaults 

In the meantime the climbers expected to participate in the expedition 
followed a specially prepared physical tr ainin g programme intended to bring 
them to peak fitness at the nght time When the teams assembled together: 

special training was taken up with a view to tackling the Second Step, which 
had been described as an insurmountable barrier, besides making various 
preparations According to experiences gamed from all sides, we improved 
some of our eqmpment and successfully earned out training in climbing 
long stretches of preapices with an incline of 80 degrees. 4 

It was, by any standards, a massive expedition There were 214 men and 
women involved, a third of them Tibetan Seventeen were Masters of Sport 
and eighteen First Grade Sportsmen The average age was twenty-four - 
young for an Everest venture The leader was Shih Chan-chun 
The mam party reached Base Camp on 19 March. This had been established 
at 5,120 m. near the snout of the Rongbuk Glaaer by an advance party who 
had arrived a fortnight earlier and had struggled against bad weather to 
prepare the way for the main expedition The advance party had pushed up 
the East Rongbuk Glaaer establishing Camp 1 at 5,400 m , Camp 2 at 
5,900m and Camp 3 at 6,400m - virtually the same camp altitudes as those 
of the pre-war British expeditions On 25 March all the members gathered at 
Base Camp to watch the Chinese flag being hoisted to the strains of their 
National Anthem 

Two days later the climbing party had reached Camp 3, though the purpose 
of this remains obscure since on the next day they returned to Base Camp At 
the same time a ‘scout group’ set out from Camp 3 to reconnoitre the way to 
the North Col 

The weather was bad. high winds and a swirling mist made progress 
inordinately slow At 6,600 m they could go no further and a temporary camp 
was erected in exactly the same place as the old British Camp Ilia of 1933 
Next day, in improving weather, they tackled the initial slopes of the col and 
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rested for the night at the foot of an tee chimney stmilar to that which had 
figured so prominently m the 1924 attempt 
Led by Masters of Sport Hsu Ching, Liu Ta-yi and Peng Shu-h, it took 
the party all the next day to climb the ice chimney and reach a point fifty 
metres below the col They retreated the following day, having )udged their 
task to be completed 

From the Chinese accounts, which always lack essential details, it is not 
possible to determine whether the reconnaissance party were ultra-cauuous or 
merely inept It is unlikely that the difficulty of the North Col slopes had 
changed significantly since the pre war days (and the relauvely inexperienced 
Woody Sayre had little trouble there two years later - see Chapter 11), yet 
they had taken three days to climb from 6,400 m to approximately 6,950 m - 
an advance of roughly 600 ft pier day Even on Everest, and without oxygen, 
skilful climbers have equalled this rate per hour { 

After the reconnaissance there was a rest period of a week, and then 
between 6 Apnl and 14 April a reconnaissance in force was carried out, led 
agam by Hsu Ching The route up to the col was cased by fixed rope, ladders 
and crevasse bridges, ready for the mam assault, and the ridge above was 
explored for about a thousand feet 

Once agam the party withdrew to Base Camp, this ume for eleven days On 
the 25th the main assault party left base and four days later were established 
on the North Col, from where, on 29 Apnl, they set out for their final assault 
At first the weather was fine, but when they had climbed some 1,300 ft up 
the ndge they were struck by a storm Deep soft snow hindered their progress 
and the cold became numbing - 37°C below aero They camped at 7,200 m 
and were pinned down there all next day by fierce winds 5 

For the next three days they continued their somewhat errauc progress up 
the ndge On the first day they managed only 200 m of ascent, but on the 
second and third day they achieved 500 m and 400 m respectively before 
pitching camp From their account there is little to distinguish one day from 
another - there is no menuon of the Yellow Band, for example, or the First 
Step Nor is there any discussion over selccuon of route Norton’s Traverse is 
never menuoned and it seems that they were committed, either through 
choice or ignorance, to Mallory's lme along the ndge crest 
On 3 May, leaving their three companions to establish a camp at 8,500m , 
Shih Chan-chun and Wang Feng tung pushed on a httle further to the foot of 
the Second Step This is a feature of the ndge which had to some extent 
dominated the plans of the pre-war Bntish expeditions, making them prefer 
Norton’s lower traverse lme in an effort to avoid it, though nobody had 
actually ever got to gnps with it, with the possible exception of Mallory on his 
ill-fated last attempt 
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The two Chinese climbers found themselves facing a sheer rock wall about 
thirty metres high, which they eventually tackled by way of a narrow arete 
‘We pressed on with great determination and care, boldly using the necessary 
mountaineering techniques,’ wrote Shih Chan-chun, in what must surely be 
one of the most enigmatic climbing descriptions of all time 6 

The top of the step was only 100 m higher than their last camp, yet it took 
them the rest of the day and half the night to climb it Even then they didn’t 
quite reach the top a smooth ten-foot wall barred the final part and the two 
climbers were forced into a miserable bivouac m a snow-filled crevice 
They had hoped to continue next day, reconnoitring a way to the summit, 
but though the weather was fine they must have been exhausted by their 
ordeal, for they decided to retreat As on the previous occasions, everyone 
withdrew from the mountain to Base Camp 

Back at base there were signs of the advancing season which m turn meant 
the advent of the monsoon Their excellent weather reports indicated that the 
period between 19 May and 25 May would be the last fine weather before the 
storms came, and so on 14 May they began the stocking of camps, right up to 
8,500 m , with gear and supplies for the final assault 

On the mommg of 24 May the summit party, consisting of Wang Fu-chou, 
Chu Ym-hua, Konbu (or Gonpa) and Liu Lien-man, left the top camp at 
8,500 m to make the final assault They were using oxygen sets, as indeed had 
their predecessors at this height 7 

Before long they came to the Second Step and climbed it until, like the 
reconnaissance team, they were stopped by the final three-metre wall The 
wall was steep and rotten Liu Lien-man tried four times to climb it, but each 
time fell off exhausted After each fall it took him ten or fifteen minutes to 
recover, but after his fourth attempt he could try no more 

Chu Ym-hua took over the lead He removed his boots and stockings and 
tried to climb the wall barefooted, but failed Flumes of snow began to fill the 
air, and m desperation the climbers resorted to combined tactics 

He crouched down slowly on a piece of rock, big enough for one person 
only, and offered Chu Ym-hua a leg up on his shoulders At this altitude, 
even the slightest movement would consume a great deal of strength and 
energy He trembled all over, short of breath, but he clenched his teeth and 
steadily stood up, with much heroic effort Liu helped Chu Yin-hua to the 
top of the slab Finally with the help of a rope paid out by Chu from above, 
the three others climbed up the cliff one after another Only when they had 
all reached the top of the Second Step did they find that it had taken them 
three hours to climb this three-metre slab 8 

Non-climbers may wonder that an obstacle rather less than ten feet high 
should cause such a problem, but it should be remembered that this obstacle 
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was at a height abov e sea lev el of 8 ,600 m andthe climbers were encumbered 
with rucksacks, oxygen sets and bulky eiderdown suits There is a world of 
difference between ten feet of rock by the roadside at Llanbens and ten feet of 
rock high on Everest 

Nevertheless, the time taken - three hours - docs indicate a lack of 
experience and possibly technique The Chinese ascent of the Second Step can 
be reckoned as a triumph of sheer detcrminauon Unfortunately, no Western 
climber has ever had the opportunity of assessing the technical difficulties 
involved 

Having reached the top of the step the climbers found themselves confront- 
ing further difficulues In the first place their oxygen supplies were running 
low and m the second place their team leader, Liu Lien man, was too 
exhausted to continue 

The three Communist Party members, Wang Fu-chou, Chu Yin-hua and 
Liu Lien man, and Konbu, then held a brief Party group meeting It was 
decided that the assault group should advance to the summit as quickly as 
possible and Liu Lien man should remain where he was 9 

Brief though this conference may have been, time seems to have flown by on 
this extraordinary climb Darkness had begun to fall as the three remaining 
climbers crawled their way upwards, sometimes on all fours Kncc-dccp snow 
hampered and exhausted them, and though the wind had dropped, a 
one metre rock step defeated their tired efforts and delayed them for thirty 
minutes Chu Ym hua described the final few metres thus 

It was getting darker and darker and vve were getting weaker and weaker 
for every inch we made forward Then we were confronted with another 
i sheer icy cliff We were forced to trudge along the northern slope, circle 
around the cliff westward toward the ndge in the north-west We were just 
about to ascend when we discovered our oxygen reserves were all out! At 
that moment, we remembered the decision made at the Party meeting and 
Liu Lien-man’s words of encouragement, which filled us with confidence to 
plant our nauonal flag on the summit We had already reached 8,830 metres 
above sea level and nothing would make us turn back! But our legs refused 
to carry us any further, so we had to go on all fours Gonpa took the lead, 
and we two followed closely behind Onwards, and onwards 1 We forgot 
umc and cold Suddenly we nouced Gonpa had disappeared With a great 
surprise we looked upward We spotted a shadow on top of the towering 
peak just a few metres away It was Gonpa himself 1 We were overjoyed with 
excitement Immediately, we forgot our fatigue, and great strength seemed 
to come back to us When we went up to the top, we found there was 
another peak, still a few metres higher than the one we had just sur- 
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mounted That was the highest pomt of Jolmo Lungma. Then we made our 
final assault with still greater exertion Breathing became so difficult that 
each inch forward meant tremendous efforts. The last few metres of ascent 
took us no less than forty odd minutes 

At this time, we saw the star-studded sky above us on the top peak of 
Jolmo Lungma. To the south of the crest was gleaming white snow, and to 
the north was nothing but dull grey rocks We stood on an oval-shaped 
space, the boundary line between the snow and the rocks 10 

They had climbed through the night and reached the summit in the 
pre-dawn light It had taken them nmeteen hours, during which time they had 
had nothing to eat or drink 

Konbu took from his rucksack a Chinese flag and a small plaster bust of 
Mao Tse-tung which he placed on a large rock to the north-west of the summit 
and covered them with stones Wang Fu-chou took out his diary and they 
signed their names ‘Wang Fu-chou [etc ] conquered Mt Jolmo Lungma 04 20 
25 May I960’ The page was tom out, placed in a glove, and buned amongst 
some stones They collected nine rock specimens as a present for Chairman 
Mao and then, fifteen minutes after their arrival, began their descent 

The sky hghtened as they descended and by the time they had reached 
8,700 m it was light enough to use the cm6 camera they earned, and Chu 
Yin-hua turned round and took a few photographs Soon afterwards they 
came upon Liu Lien-man (who must have had a ternble ordeal, huddled on 
the ndge throughout the night) and found that he had saved his oxygen for 
them — a gesture which moved them to tears 1 1 

Five days later the whole expedition had withdrawn from the mountain and 
was back at Base Camp Everest had been climbed from the north Or had it? 

Western experts had some misgivings The Chinese account was as short on 
facts as it was long on rhetonc, a combination of generalities and propaganda 
which was bound to arouse suspicion There were in fact several accounts of 
the climb given by the Chinese authorities to the Western newspapers and 
journals, all more or less idenucal, though purporting to be written by 
different members of the expedition British climbers regarded the whole 
affair as a very rum show indeed, and polite doubts were expressed in the 
pages of the Alpine Journal, though nobody actually called the Chinese bars 
Like the Chinese themselves, their account of the expediuon is inscrutable 
It defies reasonable analysis because so much is left out, and some of what is 
included borders on the improbable But not the impossible We know now 
with more certainty that it is possible for men to climb Everest without oxygen 
as the Chinese claim to have done, that it is possible to survive an overnight 
bivouac high on the mountain as Liu Lien-man is said to have done, and given 
a clrar night there is no reason why an ascent should not continue through 
the hours of darkness - it is seldom really dark in the mountains and pre-dawn 
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starts arc common enough in the Alps, often on terrain technically more 
difficult than Everest 

- What made Western observers more suspicious of the Chinese claim than 
anything else, however, was the absence of summit photographs If you reach 
the top in the dark, you can’t take summit photographs, naturally - but also 
you can’t take summit photographs if you don’t reach the summit at all 
Suspicious and sceptical minds put two and two together Such pictures as the 
Chinese did produce were pored over intently, especially one taken by Chu 
Yin hua at 8,700 m , a frame from the cin6 film blown up and used as a 
magazine picture A good deal of ingenious mathematical reasoning went into 
ascertaining where precisely the shot was taken from, using a map in reference 
to known peaks shown on the picture and comparing it with pre-war pictures 
taken by the British Basil Goodfellow showed that it probably was taken at 
8,700 m as the Chinese claimed, though RLG Irving showed that it was 
taken some 200m lower -at about the First Step on the ridge It was Wager, 
however, who clinched the argument by using three photographs enlarged to 
the same scale his own which he took in 1933 at the First Step, the Chinese 
picture, and one taken by Edmund Hillary from the summit m 1953 By 
identifying prominent features which were juxtaposed on the pictures Wager 
showed that the Chinese picture was taken from a point a little above the 
Second Step - or at 8,700 m as the Chinese claimed 
If the Chinese had climbed the Second Step, as the picture indicated, there 
was no reason to suppose they hadn’t reached the top - though some die hards 
maintained that the picture could have been taken from an aircraft flying close 
to the ndge! Because the picture has no foreground this is conceivably true, 
though it would have required a very skilful and daring pilot to do it 
There seems little doubt now that the Chinese did climb Everest m 1960, 
though their account of the climb sull contains some tantalizing mysteries 
Why, for example, were they so slow? It took two hours to reach the Second 
Step from the assault camp, a mere seventy metres below it - an incredibly 
slow rate of about 1 15 ft per hour It took a further five hours to climb the Step 
- thirty metres high - thus still further reducing the rate of ascent to about 
55 ft per hour On the descent, too, they seem to have been slow One account 
menuons returning to the assault camp at 4 p m , that is the descent took 
eleven and a half hours from the summit, which means they bad been on the 
move for over thirty continuous hours Furthermore, according to the 
account, they continued ihetr descent An absolutely marathon performance, 
especially when one realized that the party had come straight up the mountain 
from Base Camp in a single push To Western climbers reading these accounts 
at the time, it all seemed a little bit too much 
Most tantalizing of all are the two significant gaps in the Chinese story For 
example, once the assault camp had been established at 8,500 m on 3 May 
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why was there a sudden withdrawal from the mountain, followed by a hiatus 
not broken until supplies began to move up the mountain on 14 May 5 Then, 
too, what of the descent? Shih Chan-chun’s account mentions nothing 
between the time the summit party were re-umted with their patiently waiting 
comrade on the ndge, and arriving back m Base Camp five days later, yet we 
know from the Indian mountaineers who were on the South East Ridge at the 
same time as the Chinese were on the North, that the weather was bad on the 
25th and the monsoon broke on the 26th The Chinese say nothing of this, yet 
their descent from the roof of the world must have been an epic of 
endurance 12 

The decade spanning the 1960s was a period of upheaval in China owing to 
the so-called Cultural Revolution, a reaffirmation of revolutionary fervour 
which had nothing to do with culture but which made the country more 
enigmatic than ever The world relied on information supplied by the New 
China News Agency or the bevy of professional ‘China Watchers’ stauoned 
m Hong Kong, who picked up what tit-bits they could It is hardly surprising 
that little reliable news came out of such a situation the truth was stranded 

somewhere between the Scylla of propaganda and the Charybdis of specula- 
tion 


During this decade the Chinese seem to have made two more attempts on 
Mount Everest 

hi 1967 the German magazine Alpinismus reported that a Chinese expedition 
een virtually wiped out while attempting Everest m 1966 Of twenty-six 
team members only two survived The latter had returned to Base Camp half 
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Mao’s thoughts on the world’s highest peak’ Later, his two colleagues also 
climbed the mountain, apparently separately 
This story, which came from the New Chma News Agency, is completely 
unsupported by any corroborative details If it is true (and one must gravely 
doubt it), it represents a remarkable leap forward m Himalayan mountaineer- 
ing three solo ascents of Everest, apparently without oxygen or any back-up 
facihues! 

It was stones such as this, coming out of Chma in the 1960s, which did so 
much to discredit Chinese mountameenng m the eyes of the rest of the world’s 
climbers The boy who cned ‘Wolf’ too often was in the end not believed at 
all, and this was the fate of the Chinese, for in 1975 they did make a 
remarkable ascent of Everest - and nobody believed them It was only when a 
Bntish expedition climbed the mountain later in the same year and discovered 
the survey pole left behind by the Chinese that people sat up and took nouce 
The expediuon was a particularly large one, though the exact number of 
participants is unknown It was charged with the double duty of making 
scientific observations and reaching the summit of Everest - whose name, for 
some reason, the Chinese had now changed to Qomolangma Teng 

It assembled at the Rongbuk monastery. Base Camp, in March and by the 
20th of that month reconnaissance teams had reached the head of the East 
Rongbuk Glacier and the slopes leading to the North Col They found the 
latter much changed since 1960 

A steep glassy ice slope now blocked the way Huge ice blocks from 
recent avalanches piled up at 6,800 m and an ice wall cnss-crosscd with 
cracks stood at 6,900 m right up to the top of the North Col It meant the 
North Col had become more difficult to climb than fifteen years ago 14 

Their first route on the slope was too steep to be a viable way for porters so 
they abandoned it and started to cut a zig-zag trail up some less steep slopes a 
little to the left After an hour’s work they had reached 6,800 m and were 
taking a rest when one of their number, Pasang Tsenng, fell into a crevasse 
and had to be hauled to safety, fortunately unhurt Markers were left at the 
crevasse, and a metal ladder, as they continued their ascent 

By the time they reached the steep headwall of the col, the day was drawing 
to a close, and choosing a convenient ice ledge, they camped for the night The 
temperature was -30°C 

At dawn next day they began their attack on the ice wall which they found 
to be about 150 ft high Cutung their way up this they then found themselves 
faced by a wide crevasse at the top Fortunately it was crossed by a snow 
bridge - a natural arch of snow and ice spanning the chasm They used this to 
cross the gap, but then, fearing that it might not be strong enough for future 
use, they strengthened it with a couple of metal ladders lashed together with 
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nylon rope and stiffened by struts made from ice axes. By noon they had 
reached the North Col, and their reconnaissance task was completed 

Between mid-March and mid-April the mam body of climbers embarked on 
three acclimatization climbs. No details are given of where these climbs were, 
but the Chinese were obviously following tactics similar to those which 
brought them success m 1960 - gradual but rigorous acclimatization followed 
by a swift summit bid 

By late April a senes of camps had been established on the mountain up to a 
final assault camp at 8,600m This was 100 m higher than the equivalent 
camp of 1960, and was situated between the First and Second Steps. Later on, 
this top camp was moved higher still, to 8,680m 15 

These camps must have been large, and the stocking of them must have 
involved an army of porters (or ‘Tibetan people in support of the Expedition’ 
as the Chinese report euphemistically calls them), because what the Chinese 
had in mmd was virtually a wholesale assault on the summit When the first 
summit party left Base Camp on 24 April, to be followed two days later by a 
second group, there were at least forty climbers mvolved (thirty- three men, 
seven women), and as these were the ones who eventually passed the magic 
8,000-m mark it is reasonable to suppose there were others who dropped out 
along the way. It must have looked more like an attack on the Somme than an 
ascent of Everest! 

Each group was in touch with Base Camp by radio, and was directed from 
there by the ‘party committee of the expedition’, who told them whether to 
advance or retreat 


The first group reached the North Col camp on the 27th and next day began 
ascending the ndge towards the camp at 7,600 m A few hundred feet short of 
the camp, however, they were struck by a sudden and furious gale which 
made them bend double to keep their balance and threatened to hurl them off 


the mountain Their colleagues, who had reached the lower camp at 6,500 m , 
were also struck by the same gale, which prevented them ascending to the col 


The committee back at Base Camp advised them to retreat to the camp at 
6,000m to await the better weather which the forecasts predicted would 
shortly appear. However, this was easier said than done, and in the end the 
two teams were spread between the three camps at 6,000m , 6,500m and 
7 ,000m , where they remained trapped by storms for three days 

On 2 May the weather cleared and the committee ordered a general 
adv ance By 4 May, thirty-three men and seven women had reached the camp 
at 8,200m , and next day seventeen men and three women reached the 
summit assault camp at 8,600 m Follow mg their usual tactics of gome straight 
lh roug h ,o Ac top the sunurnt b.d was scheduled for the next day, 6 May bm 
then dawn came the weather was very bad and the attempt was postponed 
wenty-four hours However, there was no let up m the weather md when 
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11 00 a m came and went, with no prospect of a summit bid, the committee 
ordered a general retreat back to Base Camp 
It was decided that before another summit attempt could be made some 
reorganization of the two top camps was needed Consequently, the camp at 
8,200 m was lifted to 8,300 m , and that at 8,600 m to 8,680 m 16 As a boost 
to morale at this time a special plane, ordered by the Central Committee in 
Peking, flew in with fresh fruit and vegetables ‘Fruits in hand, the moun- 
taineers turned their hearts to Peking and cheered “Long live the great leader 
Chairman Mao 1 ” and “Long live the Chinese Communist Party 1 ” ,17 
It was, one imagines, the latter-day equivalent of old General Bruce raising 
his glass of champagne and toasting the King 
On 17 and 18 May two more assault frames set out for the mountain There 
were eighteen climbers, led by a twenty-nine-year-old Tibetan soldier called 
Sodnam Norbu, whose deputy was a thirty-seven-year-old Tibetan housewife 
and mother of three, Phantog Together with them support groups, these 
reached the two camps at 8,300 m and 8,680 m on 25 May, by which time 
two women and seven men were too exhausted to continue The committee 
decided that the remaining nine climbers should attempt the summit m two 
teams, each in turn 

The first rope, led by Sodnam Norbu, was to consist of three more 
Tibetans Darphuntso, a thirty-year-old car body sprayer, Kunga Pasang, a 
twenty-nine-year-old soldier, and Tsenng Tobgyal, a twenty-nine-year-old 
electrician While they were making their ascent, the second rope would move 
up to the top camp from 8,300 m and make their own attempt on the 
following day The leader of this rope was Phantog, and the others were 
Lotse, a thirty-seven-year-old soldier and veteran climber who had been on 
the 1960 Everest expedition and the 1964 Shisha Pangma (Gosamthan) 
expedition, Hou Sheng-fu, a thirty-six-year-old climbing instructor who had 
also been on the 1960 and 1964 expeditions, Samdrub, a twenty-three-year-old 
soldier, and finally Ngapo Khyan, another soldier and at twenty-one the 
youngest member of the assault team With the single exception of Hou 
Sheng-fu, all were Tibetans 

But once again the weather thwarted their plans A gale-force wind on 26 
May made a summit bid impossible The committee at Base Camp, anxious 
now about the rapidly approaching monsoon, issued drasuc orders The first 
team was to prepare the Second Step for a rapid assault and the second team 
was to follow the original plan of going up to the top camp - that day, 
trrcspecuve of weather It was 3 30 p m before either team could venture out, 
but they followed their instrucuons and joined forces at the top camp at 9 p m 
that evening 

For Phantog’s party in particular it must have been a gruelling day, battling 
up the ndge against the wind Apart from the two young soldiers, howcv er, it 
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was a very experienced team, for besides the two Everest veterans Lotse and 
Hou Sheng-fu, Phantog herself had climbed Muztagh Ata (24,758 ft) and 
Kongur Tiube Tagh (24,924 ft) 

At eight on the morning of the 27th, the nine climbers set out for the 
summit of Everest By 9 20 a m they had climbed the Second Step and then 
stopped for ten minutes to inhale oxygen 18 
Buffeted by strong wmds and stung by flying spindrift the climbers 
struggled up the ndge At 12 30 they were still some 200 ft from the summit 
when they found their way barred by an ice wall They detoured round this ‘to 
the north’, climbed a rocky outcrop, then traversed ‘westward’ This diver- 
sion took thirty minutes, and it was another hour and a half before they finally 
reached the top, where they planted the Chinese flag and the red-painted 
metal survey pole 19 

They found the roof of the world to be a snowy platform about three feet 
wide and forty feet long They remained there for seventy minutes, taking 
photographs and making scientific observations, before descending 

At this time the base camp was resounding with cheers of ‘Long five the 
great Leader Chairman Mao 1 ’ and ‘Long live the great Communist Party of 
China 1 ’, and the beating of drums and gongs and the cracking of fireworks 
Happy and excited, people hailed the great victory of Chairman Mao’s 
proletarian revolutionary line, the fruitful achievements of the great Proleta- 
rian Cultural Revolution and the Movement to Criticize Lin Piao and 
Confucius and the tremendous success of conquering the summit of 
Qomolangma Feng 20 


The 1975 Chmese expedition to the summit of Everest was a magnificent 
achievement - but was it mountaineering? Even stripped of the crude 
hyperbole and silly propaganda, there is that about the Chmese account of 
expeditions which rankles with the Western climber He suspects their ethics 
and finds their tactics almost unbehevable 

It is true that there is no hint of the sporting ethic in Chmese climbing, 
judging by their own accounts, but as far as Everest is concerned this hardly 
matters Nobody climbs Everest for fun, and conquest — or achievement, call 
it what you will - comes in many disguises As for tactics, the Chinese 
undoubtedly have a system uniquely their own Taught and then abandoned 
by the Russians, they had had to evolve their own methods, undoubtedly 
influenced by their interpretation of books written by members of the pre-war 
British expeditions to Everest - some of the parallels are quite striking The 
result is their own brand of high-alutude climbing, solidly based on acchmati- 
zauon It is a udal system a senes of waves, each one lapping the shore a little 
Ingher than the last advance, withdraw, advance a bit further, withdraw 
again, and so on Given enough climbers it contains within it tne seeds of 
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inevitable success or, if things go badly wrong, disaster on a terrible scale It 
resulted in the great Chinese successes of 1960 and 1975, it might also have 
caused the tragedy of 1966, though we don’t know this for sure 

It is not really surprising, given such methods, that the Chinese ascent of 
1975 mvolved the largest group ever to tread the summit of Everest at one 
time, nor is it surprising that one of them was a woman Alas for poor 
Phantog, she wasn’t the first woman to reach the roof of the world - a Japanese 
housewife had beaten her to it by just a few days 
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The success of the British on Everest m 1953 established the pre-eminence of 
the large expedition, well equipped, supplied with oxygen and expensively 
funded, for the next quarter century In this way all the remaining major 
Himalayan peaks were conquered m rapid succession, for where success (and 
particularly national success) is imperative, the end justifies the means It was, 
and to a large extent still is, the accepted norm for tackling the highest 
mountain in the world 

At the same time there have been plenty of smaller expeditions tackling 
smaller, though perhaps technically more difficult, Himalayan climbs Over 
the last decade in particular, the success of these teams has led to a questioning 
of Himalayan tactics whether the massive build-up employing armies of 
porters, the mexorable pushmg forward of camp upon camp, the hundreds of 
feet of fixed rope and the use of oxygen are necessary even for the highest 
peaks Present-day climbers have demonstrated that the simple ‘Alpine 
approach’, whereby two men climb virtually as they would in the Alps, can be 
used even on the great 8,000-m peaks 1 

But none of this has so far influenced Everest Simply because it is the 
highest mountain m the world, the summit of Everest remams something 
special Against the Himalayan trend, expeditions to Everest seem to have got 
bigger rather than smaller, and much more expensive This is particularly the 
case when there is some new objective in mind - the South West Face for 
example - but it applies to the ordinary route up the South East Ridge as well 

tmm “ UOnary Umes ’ cllmb,ng Everest d °« n ’‘ fcave much change out of 
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were direct descendants of John Hunt’s team They were all big and 
expensive. 

Whenthc British climbed Everest in 1953, the French abandoned their 
plans for the following year coming second, especially to the British, did not 
appeal to the Gallic temperament and in fact it was many years before a 
French mountaineer stood on the world’s highest summit 
The next attempt on the mountain did not take place until 1956 and it was 
fitting justice that the successful team should be Swiss It was a pre monsoon 
expedition of ten men led by Albert Eggler, a noted Swiss climber 
They reached the South Col by the middle of May At this point Eggler took 
a bold gamble - he decided that before attempting the South East Ridge of 
Everest, his leading team should face about and attempt the north ndge of 
Lhotse (27,890 ft), which formed the other side of the col On 18 May Fritz 
Luchsinger and Ernst Reiss set out m gale-force winds to try Lhotse They 
found the going was tough - extremely steep with hard ice and numerous cliffs 
and towers of rock - but they reached the summit at 3 p m It was a first ascent 

— and a fine consolation prize for the country that had so nearly been the first 
up Everest. 

The Swiss then placed a high camp (27,550 ft) on the South East Ridge of 
Everest and on 23 May Ernst Schmied and Juerg Marmet reached the summit 

- the second ascent, and the first by Europeans On die following day Adolf 
Reist and Hans Rudolph von Gunten also reached the summit, making the 
Swiss success a triumph 

Nowhere, apart from in Britain itself, did the ascent of Everest m 1953 have 
a greater unpact than in India, whose middle and upper classes arc, in some 
ways, more British than the Bnush themselves The fact that Tenzing took 
part in the first ascent was particularly fortuitous from then point of view, for 
although the Sherpa had been born in the Sola Khumbu region of Nepal he 
had lived most of his life m Darjeeling and was an Indian naUonal Inspued by 
this, the Indians founded the Himalayan Mountaineering Insurute at Darjeel- 
ing (with Tenzing as Chief Instructor) and, m 1958, the Indian Mountaineer- 
ing Federation 

The Federation was bom out of a successful ascent of Cho Oyu (26,750 ft) 
which the Indians made in 1958 It is a Government-sponsored body, with the 
armed forces - whose traditions go back to the days of the Raj - providing 
many of its members, who might be expected to have the same affection for 
mountain exploration as many of then predecessors had Himalayan adven- 
ture, especially the ascent of high peaks, is the Federation’s sole purpose for 
existence Within a few years of its foundauon, Indians had climbed 
important peaks such as Annapurna III, Nanda Devi, Ndkanta and Panch 
Chuh, and had built up a formidable reservoir of talent and experience in 
high-alatude mountaineering ^ 
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Within two years they were attempting Everest The leader was Brigadier 
Gyam Singh, Principal of the Mountaineering Institute, and his deputy was 
K F Bunshah, who had led the successful assault on Cho Oyu, There were 
twenty-three team members in all, twelve of whom were climbers, the rest 
acting in the support roles of transport, signals and so on They were 
accompanied by 800 porters — a formidable number. 3 

There had been very little time in which to organize the expedition 
Ordnance factories were given the job of producing shirts and climbing 
breeches, while 5001b of wool from the Punjab was hastily distributed by 
Tenzing to the Nepalese community in Darjeeling with instructions for the 
women to start knitting stockings and pullovers* 

Despite such an inauspicious beginning, the expedition made remarkably 
good time on the mountam They reached the South Col barely a month after 
leavmg Base Camp, but then bad weather struck Nawang Gombu, Captain 
Navendra Kumar, and Sonam Gyatso reached Camp VII on the South East 
Ridge on 24 May and set out for the summit next day However, at the foot of 
the South Summit, at about 28,300 ft, they gave up the struggle and returned 
wearily to camp The weather remained bad, and a second assault team got no 
further than the South Col Obviously, the monsoon had broken, and it was 
time to go home 

Two years later the Indians returned to the attack It was another large-scale 
effort, this time led by Major John Dias Like their predecessors they suffered 
from abominable weather, and it wasn’t until 1 May that Camp VI was 
established on the South Col Then, at this most crucial period before the 
monsoon, the weather closed in again and the first assault party was not able to 
occupy the col camp until 26 May 

All next day 70 m p h winds battered the camp and made advance 
impossible, but on the 28th three men, helped by a support team, moved up 
the ndge and established Camp VII at 27,650ft 

For Sonam Gyatso, the tough little Sherpa, this was the second time he had 
been within striking distance of the summit, for he was also one of the 1960 
assault team This time his companions were different Han Dang, and the 
bearded Mohan Kohh, an instructor-lieutenant in the Indian Navy and 
deputy leader of the expedition They were desperately short of oxygen but 
the weather was bad on the 29th, so there was no chance of a summit attempt. 
To save oxygen they decided to use none at all during the day and only a little 
at night while they were confined to camp 

It was a miserable experience, but the next day dawned brighter and they 
set off for the summit full of hope But they fared no better than their 
predecessors - the wmd rose, and they were hampered by soft snow on the 
ndge At 3 30p m they turned back, havmg failed to reach the South Summit 
ihey had almost passed the point of no return Lack of sleep and lack of 
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oxygen had combined to bring about sheer physical exhaustion Their descent 
had the qualities of a nightmare Kohh described it 

We were utterly exhausted As we approached the steep slope at around 
28,000 ft Sonam slipped taking with him Han who was caught unaware 
Like a driver who instinctively jams on his brakes at the slightest hint of an 
impending collision, I drove my ice axe into the ice which stopped our fall to 
the Western Cwm 7,000 ft below 

At 8 p m it was pitch dark and we were nowhere near our tent One can 
wnte a book on what happened during the next two hours We knew that if 
we stopped here, we would be frozen to death But m pitch dark it was not 
easytomove Atonetimewealmostsaidourlastprayers However, we did not 
really give up We took the lead turn by turn, including Han who was tied 
to the middle of the rope At 10 p m , crawling on all fours, we hit our tent 

We could only manage to remove our crampons and slipped into our 
sleeping bags, without any food or liquid In fact we were unconscious with 
exhaustion 4 

It would be a mistake to think the Swiss and Indian attempts added nothing 
new to the fight for Everest simply because they were repeating the Bnnsh 
route of 1953 Every expediuon adds a little more to Man’s knowledge of the 
mountain - and himself This was particularly true of these cdrly repeats The 
Swiss, for example, found that they could lighten the design of the oxygen sets 
considerably - a big bonus for the climber The Indians, because of the bad 
weather, pushed at the boundaries of our physiological knowledge, particular- 
ly in then second expedition The summit team of Kohli, Sonam Gyatso and 
Han Dang spent three consecutive nights at a height of 27,650 ft, much of the 
tune without oxygen, and the preceding two nights on the South Col at 
25,850ft The climber Gurdial Singh, together with a Sherpa, spent six 
consecuuve nights at the South Col, mostly without oxygen, while one of the 
team doctors. Captain M A Soares, spent no fewer than forty five consecuuve 
days at Camp III (21,200ft) Then, too, there was the astonishing exploit of 
the veteran Sherpa sirdar, Angtharkay, who at fifty-three earned a full load to 
Camp VII (27,650 ft) None of them suffered any permanent harm, yet only a 
few years earlier such exploits would have been thought highly dangerous 

Nevertheless, these climbs were repeats, or attempted repeats, of something 
which had already been accomplished It was left to the Amencans to come up 
with a quite different approach 

In the world of mountain climbing Norman Dyhrenfurth was the famous 
son of an equally famous father The family were of Swiss ongm, and Norman 
was educated in his home town of Zunch Dyhrenfurth senior had led 
mtemauonal cxpediuons to Kangchenjunga and the Baltoro in the 1930s and 


363 



Chapter 16 

though it was a mixed blessmg. Because they were now committed to scientific 
research as well, the original budget of 186,000 dollars was quite insufficient, 
and eventually the cost of the expedition rose to the staggering sum of 400,000 
dollars As with all expeditions some of this came in the form of free 
equipment, food and services - about 70,000 dollars’ worth 
Besides raising money, Dyhrenfurth had also to raise a team It had to fulfil 
the dual role imposed upon it by the National Geographic to be experienced 
and strong enough to climb the mountain, and at the same time be sufficiently 
well qualified to undertake the scientific programme. Under such conditions it 
is hardly surprising that Dyhrenfurth’s team was the most academically 
brilliant ever to set foot on Everest of the twenty members finally selected 
there were five with Doctorates and eight with Master’s degrees Only two 
were non-graduates 

As his second-in-command, Dyhrenfurth chose Dr William E Sin, a 
physiologist from the University of California, whose job it was to co-ordinate 
the scientific programme He was forty-four years old, small, wiry and 
bespectacled — ‘looking every inch the research scientist’ He had considerable 
mountaineering expenence and had been on five overseas expeditions (three as 
leader), including an attempt on Everest’s neighbour, Makalu 

Of the rest, the oldest by far was James Ramsey Ullman, fifty-five, the 
doyen of American mountain wnters, best known for his novels The White 
Tower and Third Man on the Mountain , both of which had been filmed by 
Hollywood He was the official biographer of the expedition whose job it was 
to write both an account for Life magazine and the definitive expedition 
volume. Though a climber, he was not expected to go beyond Base Camp, and 
in the event was prevented by illness from going much beyond Kathmandu 9 
The remaining members of the huge team were Allen C Auten (36), Barry 
C Bishop (31), John E Breitenbach (27), James Barry Corbet (26), David L 
Dmgman (26), Darnel E Doody (29), Richard M Emerson (38), Thomas F. 
Hombein (32), Luther G Jerstad (26), James Lester (35), Maynard M Miller 
(41), Richard Pownall (35), Barry W Prather (23), Gilbert Roberts (28) 
WilhamF Unsoeld (36) and James W Whittaker (34) In addition, there was 
one British member Lt Col Jimmy Roberts (45), who was the 5 transport 
officer, hved in Nepal and had considerable expedition expenence, mcludm 
the successful Hunt expedition to Everest in 1953 ® 

Dyhrenfurth’s anxiety over fund-raising had not only led him into accent 
the scientific chores imposed by the Nauonal Geographic Society but also § 
widening his onginal objective Everest by itself lacked public apne 1 ° 
turned to the idea of doing ‘The Grand Slam’ - Everest, Lhotse and hi S ° ^ 
three of the highest mountains m the world uptse, 

Everest and Lhotse had both been climbed by the Swiss exDed 
and it must have seemed a good idea to Dyhrenfurth to add NuptseT 
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making a clean sweep of the three great peaks which encircle the Western 
Cwm It was the sort of package deal he felt he could sell to the American 
public In the end, his problem was that he couldn’t sell it to his climbers 10 
They were much more interested m another idea of Dyhrenfurth’s an attempt 
on the unclimbed West Ridge of Everest, first discussed among themselves 
during a training session on Mount Rainier It wasn’t until they reached 
Chaubas, on the walk-in, that a final decision was made Dyhrenfurth 
recorded in his diary 

Now that we have no more ‘camp followers’, we talked very frankly about 
the thing that had been on the minds of all the climbers the West Ridge, 
which, if we can pull it off, would be one of the biggest things m Himalayan 
mountaineering It was interesting to see how highly motivated the whole 
group was There was comparatively little interest m Lhotse and Nuptse 
although I had explained to them that initially, when we were trying to raise 
funds, the idea of an American ‘Grand Slam’ of three peaks had ns appeal 
But to most of the men that meant very little In fact, Tom Hombein, who 
is such an idealist and so enthusiastic about the idea, declared himself in 
favour of throwing everything into the West Ridge attempt, even if it meant 
jeopardizing success altogether At this point I had to speak up strongly 1 
told them that I was in favour of making a senous stab at the West Ridge, or 
at least a thorough reconnaissance If it proved feasible, we would push up a 
lute of camps, but at the same tune we would build up the South Col route 
We might possibly make the main attempt over the West Ridge, but as a 
back-up we would have a four-man assault with support team from the 
South Col, so that we can be sure - or as sure as one can be - of success on a 
mountain such as Everest If the West Ridge proves impossible, we will at 
least have taken some good pictures of the Tibetan side of Everest from an 
entirely new point of view But if the ndge is possible, we could attempt a 
traverse by having some men go up from the West and come down toward 
the South Col, and two - or perhaps four - do the same in reverse That of 
course would be almost too much to hope for In any case it was agreed that 
we should certainly make a stab at Lhotse as well, oxygen and other logistics 
permitting 11 

It was a momentous decision It turned what might have been just another 
Everest expedition into the greatest mountaineering feat of the decade And it 
was primarily all down to one man the slightly balding, ex-Navy doctor, 
Thomas F Hombein 

Tom Hombein was thirty-two He had first qualified as a geologist before 
turning to medicine, where he quickly became an expert in anaesthetics (and 
consequently was in charge of oxygen during the expediuon) After a 
lectureship at Washington University he joined the U S Navy as a lieutenant. 
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had written a number of authoritative books on the Alps and Himalaya, so it is 
not surprising that his son should have begun Alpine climbing at an early age 
and taken part m two expeditions to Alaska when he was only nineteen - on 
one of which he was co-leader He became a professional explorer and 
film-maker 

His first introduction to the Himalaya was in 1952, when he took part in the 
abortive post-monsoon attempt by the Swiss Three years later he was back for 
an unsuccessful attempt on Lhotse, then he took part m the 1958 search for 
the Yeti, and finally was on the brilliantly executed Swiss ascent of Dhaulagiri 
(26,811 ft), sixth highest mountain in the world and at that time the highest to 
be attained without oxygen All the same, it was Everest that counted most, 
and he had resolved to go back to that mountain to try again 
He began planning from the moment of the Swiss defeat He resigned his 
job as Head of the Motion Picture Division of the Department of Theater 
Arts, University of California at Los Angeles, to go freelance and thus provide 
himself with the opportunity to do more exploration and to devote more time 
to raising money for his Everest dream It was frustrating, unrewarding work 
no sooner had he begun than John Hunt’s team climbed the mountain, and 
the Indian Air Force flew over it to record a series of dazzling pictures Everest 
had been ‘done’ there was nothing to be gained by climbing it again, so far as 
the tycoons of American industry were concerned - and since they were the 
people who would have to finance the project, the outlook for Dyhrenfurth 
seemed bleak 

Eight years of dreaming slipped by before Dyhrenfurth realized that, unless 
he took some positive step, the idea of an American Everest expedition would 
remain a dream forever Gambling that everything would come right in the 
end, in 1960 he boldly applied to Kathmandu for permission to climb Everest 
the following year This was refused, and the Indians had the mountain for 
1962, but he was given a chance for the following year, 1963 This meant that 
Dyhrenfurth had almost three years m which to plan the expedition - and he 
needed all the time he could get 5 


Although the people who controlled the purse strings of America’s vast 
wealth were apathetic to mountain adventure, Dyhrenfurth realized that if 
only he could arouse their mterest the money for his expedition would be 
forthcoming He also understood the American mentality and the value of the 
hard sell He knew that to try economies - to mount a small, inexpensive 
expedition - would be courting not only failure on the mountain, but financial 
failure as well To catch the eye of the nation (and tug its purse strings) his 
proposals had to be big, bold and beautiful 

He announced (hat the forthcoming Everest expedition would cost a 
staggering 186 000 dollars. Ir would be a b.g team to do al^Tob ¥he 
Amencan climbing establishment was shocked, and Charles Houston, who had 
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led American attempts on K2 and was an old ally of BillT liman , charged Dyhren- 
furth with a violation of the true spirit of mountaineering Nick Clinch, 
another former expedition leader, told Dyhrenfurth dryly ‘You don’t even have 
to climb the mountain you’ll deserve a medal for just raising the dough ’ 6 
But Dyhrenfurth knew what he was about and there is nothing like 
controversy for caiching the public interest The man in the street loves to 
take a peek at the in fighting between members of an esoteric, exclusive group 
like mountain climbers Equally controversial, among the climbers them- 
selves, was Dyhrenfurth’s insistence that this was to be an all-American show 
Many felt that nationalism had no place in mountaineering 7 
Even so the money was slow coming in ‘The raising of money for an 
Everest expedition proved only slightly less difficult than, say, soliciting funds 
for a statue of Karl Marx on the White House lawn,’ wrote Ullman, the 
expedition biographer 8 

Undoubtedly, the underlying cause of this was that the American public 
had no inherent national sympathy for mountain climbing, unlike the Alpine 
countries of Europe, or the British, who had invented the sport In those 
countries there was something akin to understanding, and though the man in 
the street might on the whole consider it a reckless nsk to life, he acknow- 
ledged that it was something which had to be done There was no such 
acceptance in America Dyhrenfurth had two Everests to climb 

He might never have made it had not the National Geographic Society 
stepped m Like its British counterpart, the Royal Geographical 'Society, the 
Nauonal Geographic is a prestigious society devoted to the advancement of 
geographical knowledge It publishes a well-known and highly profitable 
magazine, and it has considerable resources available for geographical re- 
search In the past it had helped to finance Peary and Byrd in polar 
exploration, but it had never backed a mountaineering venture Now it 
decided to help Dyhrenfurth - but not without strings The strings were 
precisely those which the Royal Geographical Society had attached to the first 
Bnush Everest expediuon, namely, that there must be a scientific content to 
the expedition Climbing the mountain would not be enough 

Dyhrenfurth was astute enough to realize that such a condition would be 
attached and he was prepared for it He knew the dangers of sphtung his team 
mto small groups, each pursuing its own speciality and oblivious of the 
common need, so he worked out a plan in which all the scientific work would 
be concerned with the climbing of the mountain and all, or nearly all, the 
scienusts would be mountaineers It was a shrewd move never in recorded 
history has there been a scientist-mountaineer who would put his science first 
and the mountain second But it convinced the Nauonal Geographic Society, 
who gave Dyhrenfurth 1 14,000 dollars 
This was, of course, the cornerstone of financial viability for the Americans, 
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and was still a serving officer when Dyhrcnfurth managed to secure his 
premature release in time for the Everest adventure. He had started climbing 
at the age of fourteen in his native Colorado and had climbed m many parts of 
the United States In 1960 he had taken part m the successful American ascent 
of Masherbrum, a notable peak in the Karakorum, though he wasn’t a 
member of the summit party Slight, not very tall, and with an elfish face, he 
was not much like the popular conception of a mountain climber 

On the other hand, Hombcm’s boon companion did look like a climber 
Though not over tall (he was 5ft 10 ins ), thirty-six year-old Willi Unsocld was 
solidly built He held degrees in physics, theology and philosophy and was 
also a qualified professional mountain guide in the Tetons of Wyoming He 
was a man utterly devoted to the hills and he had already participated m three 
previous Himalayan expeditions, including the one with Hombein to Masher- 
brum, where he had made the first ascent 12 

Dyhrenfurth’s original idea regarding the West Ridge had been to use it as a 
means of descent after climbing the mountain by the usual South East Ridge, 
thus making what climbers call a traverse - up one side and down another - 
but his companions thought this was too risky Who wants to nsk their lives 
on an unknown and probably difficult descent after climbing Everest 5 If 
anything went wrong - if the descent proved too difficult - there could be no 
going back 

Hombein turned the idea around, making it more feasible — up the West 
Ridge and down the South East Ridge And he was for throwing everything 
they had mto this attempt — he could see little value in merely repeating 
Hunt’s original climb. On this Dyhrenfurth had to disagree He had to think 
of the wider implications of such a decision In the first place, though the 
world of mountaineering might acknowledge that failure on the West Ridge 
was more worthy than success on the normal route, the world m general 
certainly would not To them, failure was failure, no matter how it came 
about The American public, not to mention the sponsors, who had poured 
thousands of dollars mto the project, would ask some very awkward questions 
if the team returned empty-handed Once again the Everest syndrome 
dominated the tactics on any other mountain it wouldn’t have mattered — but 
Everest is Everest and national pride is involved 
There was another consideration too Not all the team were mterested m the 
West Ridge Some saw it as a threat to their scientific programmes, others 
reflecting the view of the general public, thought that nothing should b* 

allowed to jeopardize the attempt to get to the top by the only known and t d 
route. tried 

Apart from Dyhrenfurth himself the leader of the anti-ridee 
James W . Whittaker, a mountain guide from Mount Rainier and ^ ^ W3S 
sports equipment shop in Seattle Big Jim, as he was universally k^wiT w ^ 
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thirty-four years old, 6ft 5ins tall and over 14 stones in weight His features 
were the handsome, clean-cut lines of the archetypal all-Amencan hero He 
was immensely strong, and kept in trim during the walh-in by doing fifty or 
sixty push ups at the end of each day’s trek And with all this went a singular 
determination During the pre-expedition check-ups, when psychologists had 
asked each member of the team whether they would get to the top of Everest, 
they had all demurred, hesitating to commit themselves Only Big Jim had 
replied instantly, ‘Yes I will!’ 

Dyhrenfurth was no autocrat - which was perhaps as well considering the 
team of highly intellectual rugged individualists he had at his command He 
tended to let things csolve, and by the time the expedition reached Thyang- 
boche two teams - the ‘West Ridgers’ and the ‘South Collers’ - had polarized 
The former comprised Hombein, Unsocld, Bishop, Breitcnbach, Corbet, 
Drngman and Emerson, the latter, Dyhrenfurth, Sin, Whittaker, Jerstad, 
Pownall and Gil Roberts The remaining members decided to support both 
teams as necessary There was, inevitably, a certain amount of fnction 
between the two groups, usually with Unsoeld, the philosopher, trying to 
calm things down In effect, Dyhrenfurth was now leading three expeditions 
the West Ridgers, the South Collers, and the scientists - and it was his fervent 
hope that they would not pull apart and disintegrate into total failure 

The two climbing groups naturally tended to be based on old friendships 
Hombein and Unsoeld on the one hand, Whittaker and Jerstad on the other 
Hombein called them the rock climbers (West Ridge) and the ice climbers 
(South Col) and looking at the home backgrounds of the men involved this 
seems fair enough He also thought there were more fundamental philosophic- 
al differences - that the South Collers had all at some tune taken part in 
compeutive sports, whereas the Ridgers had not In this he was hinting at a 
more fundamental difference which is more important, the prize or the 
winning of it 5 

These then were the individuals who tramped the long trail to Base Camp 
They were the spearhead of a vast army, whose corps consisted of thirty-two 
Shcrpas (later thirty-seven) and 909 porters, the latter carrying 29 tons of food 
and equipment, broken down into 65-lb loads 
The expedition left Kathmandu on 20 February and established Base Camp 
at 17,800 ft on the Khumbu Glacier on 2 1 March It had been an excepuonally 
early start, allowing them time for a leisurely approach march, especially 
above Namche Bazar, where acclimatization was important They had paid for 
this by encountering a blizzard at Thyangboche and a snow blanket m the 
upper Khumbu valley, but there were no serious hitches and they found a 
good camp site on the glacier 

On the very next day, the reconnaissance of the Icefall began For this 
important task Dyhrenfurth chose a strong team - Willi Unsoeld, Jim 
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to sculpt the upper part of this wall into a form more reassuring to laden 
porters For some reason Pownall asked for a delay Twenty minutes later, 
as we stood outside our tents roping up, the mou n tain started coming apart. 
The rolling boom drew our eyes to the chaotic dissolution of the ice canyon 
just below Two hundred yards away, towers began to topple, walls sagged 
into rubble In a chain reaction, the gigantic breaker curled towards us. I 
stood transfixed, unconsciously bracmg myself agamst the moment our 
camp should become part of it Thick clouds rose from the cauldron, ice 
particles shimmering like tiny diamonds before the hidden sun, then 
settling as dust upon our camp When the air had cleared, the camp had not 
moved 13 

Had they not been delayed, all three would have been crushed and buried 
beneath the crashing ice blocks 

2 April was also the day on which Camp II was established in a hollow of the 
Western Cwm, at 21,350 ft It was virtually the same site as Hunt’s Camp IV, 
and like that camp it became the Advanced Base. Most of the expedition’s 
material and men were to move up to this camp in the ensuing weeks, and it 
was from here that the twin assaults on the mountain - via the West Ridge and 
the South Col - were to be mounted 

It was not achieved without a certain amount of friction The science and 
the climbing began to conflict, despite Dyhrenfiirth’s well-laid plans, and 
there was also Sherpa trouble, which, though not serious, disturbed the even 
tenor of the expediuon 

It was mostly the Americans’ own fault Brought up in a mountaineering 
tradition where every man carries his own heavy pack mto the wilderness, and 
m a nation where Jack is as good as his master, they could never quite stomach 
the seeming servility of the East Much to the disgust of the Sherpas, 
expediuon members carried their own heavy loads - often as much as 75 lb — 
even though the Icefall, and though they excused this on the grounds of 
having to ‘keep fit’, one is bound to ask, fit for what? Was it a misplaced 
American sense of guilt - a straining to demonstrate equality? 

There is no doubt that the Sherpas regarded the Americans as a soft touch. 
They wrung from them extra pay in lieu of double sleeping bags, even though 
the single bag they were given was of a quality superior to that of most double 
bags, and, more serious, they had a habit of turning up at Advanced Base with 
less than full loads, thus necessitating extra carries Had firmness been applied 
from the start things might have been better, but the Americans by their 
upbringing lacked the qualities of a pukka sahtb Very 

There was c\cn trouble between the Sherpas themselves, four f t, 

ucrc expatriates living in Darjeeling, while the rest were local m f ^ ° m 

Khumbu The latter were undoubtedly jealous of the m nw en lrom the 

ne more sophisticated 
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Darjeeling men, particularly as two of them, Gombu and Ang Dawa, were 
blatantly treated more favourably by the Americans 

The problem was that a Khumbu Sherpa named Pasang Phutar had been 
foisted on the expedition as sirdar, or chief Sherpa They had accepted him 
because most of their Sherpas were Khumbu men and it seemed the 
diplomatic thing to do, even though he did not acclimatize well and m the 
event never got beyond Camp I He was, in fact, a sort of figurehead without 
any real authority - the real sirdar in all but name was the tough, thrusting 
Gombu 14 

The Khumbu men were not fools and knew very well what was going on, 
and resented it, just as they resented the favounusm shown to Ang Dawa, who 
was Dyhrenfurth’s personal Sherpa 

Mosdy these feelings were undercurrents which did not materially affect the 
progress of the expedition background unpleasantness which stretched the 
already taut nerves of the expedition members 

If the Americans were weak on personal relations, they made up for it in 
technology At Base Camp they had a mam radio transceiver and no less than 
eleven walkie-talkies direcung the flow of material through the Iccfall to 
Advanced Base 

From Advanced Base the two factions of the exjiedition separated The 
South Collers, following the established pattern, planned to push straight 
ahead up the Cwm, climb the Lhotse Face, traverse left to reach the South Col 
and from there go up the South East Ridge The West Ridgers, on the other 
hand, planned to turn left from the camp, try to reach the West Shoulder and 
from there push up the West Ridge The difficulty was that from the moment 
one expediuon became two there was fierce compeuuon for priority m men 
and materials 

According to Dyhrenfurth’s compromise plan, the reconnaissance of the 
West Ridge was to take priority once Advanced Base was established Only m 
this way could he quieten the vociferous demands of Hombcin and the quieter 
insistence of Unsocld Whittaker and the other South Collers went along with 
it - a reconnaissance could do no harm to the basic impetus of the expediuon 
and it would take some of the steam out of Hombcin to let him exhaust 
himself on the steep unknown slopes leading to the West Shoulder Once this 
little divertissement was out of the way, they thought, the expedition could get 
on with its real |ob of climbing the mountain - via the South Col 

Hombcin saw it differently He intended to reconnoitre the West Ridge all 
the way to the summit 

Despite their first claim on food and equipment, all was not well with the 
West Ridgers Their team had been seriously depleted Brcitcnbach was dead, 
Emerson and Corbet had failed to acclimatize This left Hombcin, Unsocld, 
Bishop and Dingman - and e\cn Dingman was not completely fit Thin 
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Whittaker and Lute Jerstad, accompanied by three expenenced Sherpas, 

Gombu, Nima Tenzmg and Passang Temba, 

One of the problems about threading a way up an icefall, and particularly an 
icefall as big and complicated as the Khumbu, is that the climbers can seldom 
see more than a few feet m any direction It is like being m an ice-maze, with 
tunnels and cracks running in every direction, any one of which might lead to 
an easy route, or to nowhere The climbers have to probe ahead, relying on a 
.mixture of luck and experience They have also to keep in mmd the dangers of 
the relentlessly grinding ice, and all too often routes that seem easy have to be 
rejected because they are threatened by tottering ice pinnacles, or are obvious 
avalanche chutes The experience of others is no guide, for even if an icefall - 
such as the Khumbu - has been climbed many times, each season the ice has 
moved and the whole scene is different On some occasions the route-finding 
may be easier than on others, but it is invariably time-consuming 

Dyhrenfurth, however, had an ingenious aid to help overcome the Icefall 
He knew that a man standing well back from the scene of action, able to view 
the whole tumbling mass, could trace out possible lines of ascent If he was 
able to communicate this knowledge to the men actually engaged on breaking 
the trail, their job would be much simpler 

Consequently, Dyhrenfurth, Sin and a Sherpa climbed some way up the 
lower slopes of the Lho La where they could command a view of the Icefall 
and see the climbers at work By two-way radio he directed Unsoeld’s team on 
the best line, and consequently the Icefall party found a route that took them 
two thirds of the way to the top on their first attempt Here, on a ledge, they 
made a cache of eqmpment before returning to Base Camp, it being 
Dyhrenfurth’s policy not to site an intermediate camp in the Icefall itself 
On the following day a team was sent out to improve the route so far 
pioneered It consisted of Jake Breitenbach, Dick Pownall and Gil Roberts, 
with the Sherpas Ang Pema and Ila Tsenng By about 2pm they had 
reached the thirty-foot ice wall which was the final obstacle below the gear 
cache Pownall was m the lead, with Ang Pema behind him and Breitenbach, 
third man on the rope, waiting in a gully below the cliff Roberts and Tsenng 
were on a separate rope, about forty feet away 


Roberts was watching Pownall climb when suddenly he heard a deep 
rumbling noise which turned into a terrifying roar as a whole top secuon of the 
ice cliff - ‘about the size of two railroad cars one on top of the other’ - peeled 
av,ay Caught by the blast he was blown backwards and slid thirty or forty 
feet, but managed to pick himself up, unhurt His companion, too, was 
unmjurcd Hastily they scrambled up to see what had become of the other 

TUpC. 

A pile of ice debns marked the scene of the fall TUo , , 

disappeared taU The men had 
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Searching desperately, Roberts was relieved to discover Dick Pownall alive 
but almost buried His chest was pinned by an enormous ice block and it took 
ten minutes’ hard work with the ice axes before he could be dragged free 
Miraculously, he wasn’t seriously injured Of the other two there was at first 
no sign, but a low moan suddenly indicated someone buried deeper m the ice 
Attacking the debris, Roberts and Ila Tsenng eventually came across Ang 
Pcma, lying upside down, his rucksack grotesquely jammed up behind his 
neck When they dragged him free he was found to have a nasty head wound 
and a dislocated shoulder 

But of Jake Breitenbach there was no sign He had been standing at the 
bottom of the wall in a narrow gully, and now that gully was choked with 
hundreds of tons of ice fragments He must have been killed instandy 
The mood m the American Base Camp that night was one of shock and 
grief In the following two days the shock was replaced by despair The 
inter-group rivalries between the Ridgers and the Collers were forgotten and 
there was a serious discussion about abandoning any idea of the West Ridge 
Many would have abandoned the whole expedition had they not felt so 
indebted by all the hundreds of thousands of dollars which had put them 
there Now they just wanted to make a rapid ascent of the ordinary route to 
honour that debt, then quickly depan 
The Sherpas, of course, couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about As 
Buddhists, they believed in reincaraauon, so that death was only a transitional 
phase — a philosophy which made the Americans angry and caused a 
temporary hiatus m the relanonships between the sahibs and porters 
But of course the Sherpas were in a sense right Tragic though it was, the 
death of Breitenbach could be seen as merely an unfortunate accident, and not 
entirely unexpected in such dangerous circumstances Indeed, there is much 
to be said for the view that the only justification for Breitenbach’s death was 
that the expcdiuon should go on 

There was one unpleasant statistic This was the eighth expcdiuon to 
attempt the notorious Khumbu Icefall literally hundreds of climbers and 
porters had been up and down through those dangerous towers of ice since 
1951, and not one had been killed or even seriously injured Breitenbach was 
the first to die there 

Once the expcdiuon got going again, death in the Icefall was never far from 
their thoughts Gil Roberts probably summed up the general feeling when he 
said, TU go through the Icefall twice - once up and once down ’ And there 
were some near misses Hombein later recalled one such incident shortly after 
Camp I had been established at the entrance to the Western Cwm on 30 
March The final obstacle had been an ice wall 

On April 2, Pownall, Dick and I were preparing to descend from Camp I 


371 



Chapter 16 

again, but the two climbers stayed the night and were joined next day by 
Unsoeld and Drngman, accompanied by the same seven Sherpas 1 hey had 
planned to push the route out to the Shoulder, but the weather was too bad- 
there were high winds - so once again the Sherpas went down, to return fora 
third time on the following day when the weather was better 

The staging camp was struck and the clc% r en men, each bearing a heavy 
load, advanced across the traverse and up the slopes to the Shoulder Here, at 
23,800ft, just below the crest, they made Camp 3W (W for West Ridge, to 
distinguish it from the Camp 3 of the South Collcrs) The Sherpas again 
returned to Advanced Base, leavmg the climbers to continue the reconnaiss 
ance of the ndge 17 

On the next day the four men reached the crest of the Shoulder, but what 
should have been a spectacular view, down to the Rongbuk Glacier on the one 
hand and the Western Cwm on the other, was obscured by curtains of mist 
which drifted around, offering them only the briefest of glimpses The 
following day they had better luck Hombein wrote 


On the 11th we got away an hour earlier At the Shoulder the mountain 
waited, fully assembled The cloud cauldron of the great South Face boiled, 
accentuating the black, twisting harshness of the West Ridge We stared 
Yesterday’s fragments had not exaggerated Our eyes climbed a mile of 
slopmg sedimentary shingles, black rock, yellow rock, grey rock, to the 
summit The North Col was a thousand feet below us across this vast glacier 
amphitheatre As we stood where man had never stood before, we could 
look back mto history All the British attempts of the twenties and thirties 
had approached from the Rongbuk Glacier, over that Col, on to that North 
Face The Great Couloir, Norton, Smythe, Shipton,' Wager, Hams, Odell, 
our boyhood heroes And there against the sky along the North Ridge, 
Mallory’s steps 18 


Above the Shoulder the West Ridge formed a snowy crest for a short 
distance and then reared up in a twisting edge of dark rock, formed by the 
meeting of the North and South West Faces of the mountain, the latter bemg 
much the steeper of the two If the climbers were forced off the crest of the 

ndge, there would be no escape for them that way obstacles would have to be 
turned on the left, on the North Face 

J"/’ ** lcft : ha " d Slde of * e "H* was m Communist 

Tibet, but that hardly concerned the climbers they were unlikelv to be 

disturbed by the Chinese border guards at 25 000 ft' What A a ^ u 
was the North * ,UUUIt wiiat did concern them 

could now sec in all’their ° Utward - sIo P^g slabs which they 

tiles, showing like black teeth rh CV ° eGce ’ Ill<e sta cks of tottering roof 

from the ndge would mean ventumg ^ *** d,vers,onS 
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And a diversion seemed necessary almost immediately The initial part of 
the rock ridge looked much too formidable for direct assault, although a 
detailed scrutiny would be required to be sure of this Bishop and Dingman 
were dispatched to look more closely at the start of the ridge, while Hombein 
and Unsoeld set about finding an alternative route 
A vertical streak of snow, discernible from a distance, had been noted by 
Hombein as a possible way up and had been christened ‘Hornbcm’s Couloir 5 
This looked as though it would help them to by-pass the ndge where 
necessary, though to reach it would mean traversing out across the tile-like 
slabs of the face 

In the event, neither party got far The mist boiled up again, preventing the 
climbers from seeing their objectives, so they returned to Camp 3W 
That evening they mulled over their chances disconsolately The formidable 
crest of the ndge, and the disconcerting alternative over the North Face slabs, 
seemed too difficult for laden porters, and porters would be necessary to put 
assault camps higher up if the summit was to be achieved With a large 
expedition concentrating all their efforts on the ndge such an ascent might be 
possible, but the chances of a small splinter group like themselves achieving 
success were remote Dingman was for giving up the attempt forthwith, the 
other three wanted just one more try They left it to the weather to decide 
Dingman was still suffering acclimatization problems, so, when the morn- 
ing of the 12th turned out to be fine, he remained at Camp 3W while 
Hombein, Bishop and Unsoeld prospected up the ndge again By 1 p m they 
had reached their highest point of the previous day Light snow began to fall 
and the mists started to build up again, but the three men determined to press 
on until they reached the place where the rock ndge proper began They felt 
that they owed themselves at least that much 
It was 4pm when they reached the rock A snow-filled diagonal 
depression, which they had noticed the previous day as a possible way to reach 
Hombein’s Couloir, ran up into the thickening mist above them It didn’t 
seem too difficult - but that would be for another day to decide For the 
present they had reached the limit of then reconnaissance and their resources 
They had climbed to 25,100 ft and there, at the foot of the final ndge, they had 
discovered a perfect site for Camp 4W - should there ever be a full-scale 
assault Hombein and Unsoeld were determined that there would be 
The four men returned to Advanced Base on 13 April Their reconnaissance 
had been a brilliant success They had opened up access to the West Ridge and 
felt justified in asking for the men and material necessary to complete the 
route Dyhrenfurth refused while the West Ridgers had been absent, a 
decision had been taken by Dyhrenfurth and the rest of the expedition' to 
make an all-out bid for the summit via the South Col 
The South Coders always had in their hands the one trump card which 
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counted when the chips were down that theirs was a proven route and a 90 
per cent certainty And Dyhrcnfurth had to have success - with such a 
prestigious expedition under his command failure would have been unthink 
able On the other hand, in purely mountaineering terms it meant i cry little - 
even old Tashi, who had been with the party on the West Ridge, called it the 
milk run’ All this had been argued out before, but Hombein’s continued fiery 
advocacy of the West Ridge had won some sort of equality for the two routes. 
In particular, it had been agreed that the South Col attempt would be made b} 
teams of two mstead of four, as Big Jim Whittaker preferred Only by cutting 
down like this would there be enough men and materials for both routes 
simultaneously. 

It was this vital decision which had been revoked during the absence of the 
West Ridgers Once Hombem and Unsoeld were out of the way, it had been 
an easy matter for the South Collers to persuade Dyhrcnfurth that four-men 
teams were essential for success - especially as he was m sympathy with them 
anyway 

When Hombem and Unsoeld learned of this they were furious, Hombem 
especially ‘Only an American expedition would attempt to vote itself to the 
top of Everest,’ he later wrote in bitter memory of that day ‘Our approach to 
decision making was at times exorbitantly democratic ’ 19 

The more philosophical Unsoeld wrote in his diary, ‘Surely mountaineering 
is more than a matter of summits, even when the summit is that of Everest ’ 20 
Both men felt as though they had been betrayed and, as leader, they 
considered Dyhrenfurth the culprit ‘My chances of winning any popularity 
contest were rather slim,’ he later wrote 21 
The first four-man team to attempt the summit would be Lute Jerstad, 
Dick Pownall, Big Jim Whittaker and Gombu That much had already been 
decided, but the second four-man team was still in doubt Dyhrenfurth 
offered the place to the West Ridgers, but Hombem and Unsoeld felt 
honour-bound to refuse, though not without considerable heart searching - 
‘we came awfully close to tossing in our chips and joining the stampede,’ said 
Unsoeld 2 Ultimately, it had to be the West Ridge or nothing It looked like 
being nothing 

The other two members of the West Ridge reconnaissance, Dave Dmgman 
and Barry Bishop, were less dogmatic Dingman had grown increasingly 
despondent about his chances of climbing the West Ridge and, as he confided 
to Unsoeld, he was afraid that Hombein’s increasing fanaticism would lead to 
serious trouble He had little doubt that once Hornbem got to grips with the 
ndge he would push up it to - and maybe beyond - the limits of safety, and he 
wanted no part of it He transferred to the South Collers 

With Bishop the situation was different He was not a free agent As an 
employee of the National Geographic Society he had been assigned to the 
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Jim Whittaker and Gombu were still there, but now they were accompanied 
by Dyhrenfurth and Ang Dawa (Dyhrenfurth’s personal Shcrpa) For the 
forty-five-year-old leader to promote himself into the assault team seems 
incredibly self-indulgent, but he excused it on the grounds that a good film of 
the ascent was desirable and he was the only competent cameraman fit to make 
the climb Dan Doody, who had been expected to do the high-altitude 
filming, was suffering acutely from altitude and spent most of the time in his 
sleeping bag, wholly incapacitated. 

This relegated Jerstad and Pownall to the second assault party, along with 
Bishop of the National Geographic and Bishop’s personal Sherpa, Girmi Dorje 
There is no doubt that Dyhrenfurth’s plan included the strongest climbers 
on the expedition (except for the West Ridgers, of course) and in the right 
order The question is, did he himself expect to make the summit, or was it 
just another leader making a gesture towards ambition^ Dyhrenfurth’s 
situation, as he set out from Advanced Base, was curiously analogous to that of 
Hunt m 1953 

Inserting himself like that into the lead team had created another problem 
It had displaced two more potential summiteers, Dave Dingman and Barry 
Prather Hastily, Dyhrenfurth revived his plan for an assault on Lhotse to 
accommodate these two, who would thus make up the third assault team going 
to the South Col When Hornbein heard of the Lhotse attempt, he was more 
furious than ever the West Ridge, it seemed, was no longer even second 
choice 

It was the nadir of team relationships and the expedition came near to 
bursting apart at the seams The West Ridgers already felt badly let down by 
the decision to go all out for the South Col route, to revive the old Lhotse plan, 
which had never been seriously considered since the approach march, was 
hardly tactful Had the teams not left when they did, had the West Ridgers 
not had their wmches to play with, the merest chance remark could have 
ignited an explosive situation Dyhrenfurth skated very adroitly over some 
thin ice, and came through unscathed Years later, when there was no Willi 
Unsoeld to calm things down, he was to try it again, with less happy results 
Though the start was delayed two days by bad weather, the first American 
assault on Everest went smoothly for a while Whittaker, Gombu, Dyhren- 
furth and Ang Dawa moved to Camp III on 27 April and on to Camp IV next 
day On the 29th they established Camp V on the South Col and on the 30th 
Camp VI on the ndge at 27,450 ft 

Camp VI was lower than Dyhrenfurth would have liked - it was short of the 
height achieved by the British top camp in 1953 by 450 ft - but he was in no 
position to argue the matter Weighed down by camera equipment, he and 
Ang Dawa, who had a faulty oxygen set, fell weU behind Whittaker, Gombu 
and the support Sherpas as they trudged up the ndge It was these latter who 
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decided where the top camp would be - Whittaker knew no better - and by 
the time Dyhrenfiirth arrived the Sherpas had gone down again and it was too 
late to do anything about it So the four men camped, knowing they were 
short of their target. 

Another disturbing factor was the insistence by the support Sherpas on 
having oxygen to descend the ridge, when Dyhrenfurth’s plan had been to 
keep the partially filled bottles the men had used coming up to augment 
supplies at Camp VI A shortage of oxygen loomed 
On the next day - 1 May - Whittaker and Gombu got off to an early start, 
but Dyhrcnfurth and Ang Dawa were later in setting out and did not go far 
before turning back A combination of age, altitude and a gear load of 501b 
had beaten the American leader They returned to Camp VI to await events 
At 1 1 30 a m Whittaker and Gombu reached the South Summit Con- 
tinuing along the ridge they found the Hillary Step to be well snowed up and 
of no technical difficulty At 1 p m without further incident they reached the 
summit, where Whittaker planted a large American flag 

Short of oxygen, Whittaker and Gombu were forced to make an arduous, 
slow descent to Camp VI It took them five hours, and although the original 
plan had been to go straight down to the South Col, because of the lateness of 
the hour and the lack of oxygen there was no chance of doing that 
Fortunately, the second assault team, who should have come up to occupy 
Camp VI that night, decided to remain at the South Col because of the 
weather 24 

Next day as Whittaker and Gombu, ahead of Dyhrenfurth and Ang Dawa, 
descended the ridge towards the South Col they met the second assault team 
on their way up They had had oxygen problems too there was not nearly 
enough at the col for a four-man assault, and in the emergency which this 
caused it was decided that Lute Jersiad and Barry Bishop would make the 
ascent while Pownall and Ginm Doric would support them to Camp VI and 
then return to the col When they met the descending party, however, all 
plans for a second attempt were abandoned Without the extra oxygen they 
expected to find at Camp V I, even a two-man attempt was unlikely to succeed 
Furthermore, Whittaker and Gombu were near exhausuon and would need 
looking after even when they reached the col - not to menuon Dyhrcnfurth 
and Ang Dawa, who were coming down more slowly So they all returned to 
the South Col 

It was one and a half hours later when Dyhrcnfurth and Ang Dawa came 
down the final slopes of the ridge to the col Both men were blue in the face 
from lack of oxygen, and Djhrenfurth was delirious He collapsed into the 
arms of Lute Jerstad, who was the first to reach them, but revued under 
oxygen sufficiently to stagger down to the tents Here, wath more oxy gen, hot 
drinks and a rest, the two men rapidly recovered 
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Meanwhile, the Lhotse team of Dmgman, Prather and three Shcrpas had 
experienced their own drama At Camp IV Prather had felt unwell and 
therefore remained behind, while Dmgman and two of the Shcrpas wen 
ahead with some supplies to Camp V But the weather was so bad the} were 
forced to turn back - and, in doing so, saved Prather’s life, for they found him 
very ill indeed, suffering from pulmonary oedema, the worst form of altitude 
sickness, and one which is rapidly fatal By another stroke of good fortune, 
Dmgman was a doctor and was able’ to treat Prather immediately with 

inactions and oxygen 

The Lhotse attempt was over even before it had begun, but after sending 
Prather back Dmgman continued up the Lhotse Face because he thought the 
supplies he was carrying might help the assault teams on the South Col In 
the event, of course, he met them coming down, and learned of the ascent and 
the abandonment of any further attempts for the time being 
The Americans had achieved their success early They had time in hand for 
another assault - the monsoon wasn’t due for a month - and they had the 
material and manpower to do it First, however, there was a need for rest and 
recuperation, which meant a general withdrawal to Base Camp on the 
Khumbu Glacier The Americans called it ‘R & R’* a better name might have 
been ‘the 3 Rs’ - rest, recuperation and recrimination. 

The recrimination centred on the oxygen supplies Everyone agreed that 
these had been sadly mismanaged during the assault A lack of oxygen had 
caused the second team to abandon then attempt and had been responsible for 
the traumatic oxygenless descent of Whittaker, Dyhrenfurth and the two 
Sherpas from Camp VI Dyhrenfurth laid the blame squarely on Tom 
Hornbem, the man responsible for the expedition oxygen supplies ‘If I had 
known Tom was going to be so fanatical about the West Ridge,’ he told an 
expedition meeting, ‘I would have increased our budget, ordered three 
hundred oxygen bottles and hired fifty Sherpas If only Tom had been honest 
with me about his ambitions back in the States ’ 25 By implication Dyhrenfurth 
was accusing Hornbem of hogging too much oxygen for the West Ridge, thus 
depriving the South Collers of their fair share 
It was a potentially explosive situation again Willi Unsoeld put a restrain- 
ing hand on Hornbein’s shoulder, expecting the worst, but for once the 
ex-Navy man kept cool He explained that the oxygen had been fairly 
apportioned and that the quantities had been carefully calculated on the basis 
o the team’s climbing and sleeping requirements and on the experience of the 
Hush and Swiss expediuons However, he pointed out, during the two 

ccmsumpd assa ^ lt f team had s P e ™ « Camp VI, on the ndge, they had 
1 0f * e eighteen b0tdes ^Hed there, when six of those 
shortage nf or second assault team He implied that if there was a 

g oxygen then the first assault team had nobody to blame but 
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themselves They should not have let the Sherpas go down with oxygen, nor 
(in a direct reference to Dyhrcnfurth) should oxygen have been used for just 
sitting around m the tent at Camp V I Oxygen was for climbing and sleeping- 
nothing else When the calculations had been made, sitting around in tents 
was ‘quite reasonably’ excluded 

Dyhrenfurth was incensed at Hombein’s use of the words ‘quite reason- 
ably’ There was enough truth in it to prick his conscience, yet an element of 
injusuce too He knew that the ex-naval man was pointing the finger of blame 
at him, accusing him of going too high, of letting ambiuon over-nde ability 
Hombein later wrote 

Norm, at 45, had climbed higher than any man his age To film the 
summit climb he and Ang Dawa, burdened with cameras, had gone above 
28,000 ft before their oxygen ran low As he talked, I began to realize that he 
had travelled to the edge of his physical limits - oxygen almost had led him 
beyond He was exhausted, possibly disappointed, perhaps suffering the 
lingering effects of oxygen lack, and his restraint was gone His feebngs 
poured forth There was nothing to say in reply, m my own defence, there 
was no need 26 

The oxygen argument simmered and occasionally bubbled for the rest of the 
time the party were together at Base Camp The strain of a long high-altitude 
expediuon was beginning to show, and it wasn’t helped by yet another of those 
‘dcmocrauc’ decisions which the leader seemed to favour The team had come 
to the extraordinary conclusion that only the bare facts of success should 
be given to the world’s press, and that the names of the successful pair 
should be withheld until the expedmon was finished Then, should there be 
further ascents, all the names could be announced simultaneously The 
purpose of this was to promote team harmony, and to prevent the press from 
turning Whittaker mto an American hero They rightly judged that the 
pressmen and editors would not be interested in the hard slog involved m 
getting a man on top of the world — all they would be interested in was the man 
himself Perhaps because they were academics, who knew only too well how 
the popular press could trivialize the most serious subjects, their thinking was 
coloured - who knows? It couldn’t work of course, as a few moments of 
rational thought would have told them The clamour of the press was too great 
- and m any case the native bush telegraph passed all the details down the 
valley in a matter of days 

Dyhrenfurth had achieved the primary aim of the expediuon, which was to 
put an American on the summit of Everest It was a success — but a qualified 
one After all, the British had done that much ten years earlier Moreover, the 
wiss had put four men on top, and it would be gratifying to at least equal that 
number 
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It is interesting to speculate what might have happened had the initial 
assault gone according to plan Supposing all four men had reached the 
summit, or indeed all eight men’ 1 And what if Dingman had climbed Lhotse 
into the bargain > Would they now be regrouping at Base, and would Hombem 
have been given his chance for the West Ridge’’ Almost certainly not It would 
have been pushing one’s luck too far By a strange irony of fate it was the very 
mediocrity of the Americans’ first attempt that led them to make one of the 
greatest mountaineering feats ever performed 
There was a certain sagging in expedition morale and energy at Base Camp 
This is hardly surprising They had been long m the field, and the euphoria of 
Whittaker’s ascent gradually evaporated to leave a flatness For various 
reasons eight men from the expedition were never to return to the Western 
Cwm for them the expedition was over For the others, the sheer willpower 
necessary to start agam was considerable This was particularly so for Bishop, 
Jerstad, Dingman and Girmi Dorje, who were destined to retrace their steps 
to the South Col 

The essence of the new plan was simple There would be simultaneous 
attempts on the West Ridge and the South East Ridge and the parties would 
hope to meet on the summit If that happened (‘A chance m a thousand,’ said 
Dyhrenfurth), all the men would descend the South East Ridge to the South 
Col, in which case the West Ridgers would have traversed the mountain, that 
is, gone up one side and down another, the classical ideal of the mountaineer. 
On the other hand, if the two parties should not meet, which seemed likely, 
each would descend by their own route of ascent It was thought to be too 
dangerous for the West Ridgers to try to descend the South East Ridge 
without support - they would be bound to be desperately tired and, of course, 
they would be on what was to them unfamiliar ground 
The teams for this double assault virtually picked themselves Two ropes 
were to try the West Ridge Unsoeld and Hombem, Corbet and Emerson, 
with A1 Auten in support at the high camps The South East Ridge party was 
more flexible Bishop and Jerstad were to make the attempt (their second of 
the expedition), but Dingman, Jimmy Roberts and Girmi Dorje, their support 
team, would also try to go as high as possible Commanding Advanced Base 
would be Maynard Miller, who had some scientific work to do in the Cwm 
anyway Target date for the ascent was to be 18 May 

■v While most of the expedition was resting at Base Camp, Barry Corbet and 
Dick Emerson had been steadily plugging away trying to get materials from 
Advanced Base to Camp 3W on the West Ridge Because of slow acclimatization 
these two men had already spent a lot of time at Base Camp, and the last thin g 
they needed was rest and recuperation So, while them companions took a break, 
then,' worked hard trying to get the recalcitrant wmches to work properly 
and slowly building up supplies for the forthcoming attack on the ridge 
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It had not been without its moments of drama On 3 May a powder snow 
avalanche had earned away one of the intermediate gear dumps, and with it a 
tent containing two Shcrpas Fortunately, the Sherpas suffered no more than a 
rough slide for a few hundred feet and emerged grinning, but valuable gear 
was lost and there was now no tentage between Advanced Base and Camp 3W 
Nevertheless, when the West Ridge team forgathered at Advanced Base on 
6 May, Corbet and Emerson were able to assure them that the winches were 
working and things were under way T rom 8 to 13 May this lift of materials to 
3W continued, though two days were lost through bad weather and the date 
for the summit assault had to be correspondingly put back to the 21st 
On 14 May Unsocld once again reached the foot of the West Ridge proper at 
25,100ft - the same point he had reached over a month before during the 
reconnaissance with Hombetn and Bishop It was a delectable place for a 
camp, nicely level, and with astonishing views down into the Western Cwm on 
the one hand and the Rongbuk Glacier on the other The Sherpas with him 
dumped their loads, and everyone returned to 3W Next day Unsocld and 
Hombcin returned with more loads, and the camp - 4W - was established 
The two men stayed the night at the camp and on the following day 
prospected the route ahead They found the Diagonal Ditch was easy and that 
it led to snow fields which m turn led to Hombein’s Couloir What lay above 
the couloir they could not tell, for m its upper reaches it twisted out of sight 
Nevertheless, it seemed a reasonable way up 

Meanwhile, as the two leaders were prospecung the route, Barry Corbet and 
Dick Emerson were moving up from Advanced Base to join A1 Auten at Camp 
3W Emerson was again feeling unwell and he was forced to retreat from the 
face, leaving Corbet to continue alone to the camp 
The next day, 16 May, was a crucial one for the West Ridgers They lived 
through a storm that threatened to wipe them out and bring disaster to the 
whole expedition It was a high alutude storm - those down in Base Camp felt 
nothing, though they could hear the roaring round the mountain peak Those 
up above were fighung for their fives 

At Advanced Base, in the Western Cwm, Dick Emerson was feeling sick 
and dispirited He knew that unless he rejoined his companions on the ndge 
pretty soon his chances on the mountain would be ml On 16 May, therefore, 
he started back up alone - just in time to avoid an order from Dyhrenfurth 
instructing him to descend to Base Camp He was far from well and it became 
evident as the day wore on that he would not make Camp 3W by hightfal! 
This was something he had taken into account before setting out, and he was 
prepared for an enforced bivouac on the face 
As darkness closed in he came to a dump of equipment left on the face 
Selecting two oxygen bottles, he dragged them mto a nearby crevasse and 
prepared to bed down for the night He had no sleeping bag, but he did have 
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an airbed and adequate clothing, and he reckoned that the walls of the 
crevasse would protect him agamst the chilling effects of the wind. In this he 
was wrong the strong wind, which began to blow about 10 pm., came 
howling across the mountain parallel to the face, so that the crevasse acted like 
a funnel Snow was blown in, covering Emerson m a white blanket 
Incredibly, he not only survived, but spent a relatively comfortable night. 27 

Next day the weather was fine but the wind extremely strong Emerson 
struggled up agamst it, often clinging to the icy face with his axe to save being 
blown away Once, caught off balance by a shifting gust, he went sailing not 
downwards but across the slope, so powerful was the wind 

Nevertheless, he somehow managed to struggle on, and at 10 a m reached 
the welcoming shelter of Camp 3W 

The storm that had battered Emerson had also struck the ndge, where 
Camp 4W had grown to three tents One was the original small one still 
occupied by Hombein and Unsoeld, the other two were somewhat larger 
frame tents and were jomed together at their entrances In one lay Corbet and 
Auten, m the other the four Sherpas who had helped m the carry. 

About midnight, Corbet and Auten awoke to the shrieking of the gale and 
to the terrifying realization that the tents were moving and sliding off the 
mountain There was nothmg they could do to stop them, and they realized 
that the next few seconds would determine their fate If they were sliding down 
the south side of the ndge, they would plunge over the tremendous precipice 
that overlooked the Western Cwm, and that would be the end for them all 
On the other hand, if they were sliding down the northern side of the ndge, to- 
wards Tibet, the gender slopes on that side offered a tiny chance of survival 
The slide accelerated, then, as the tents went completely out of control, 
they started to roll over and over - a wild, dark, tumbling nightmare of men, 
oxygen bottles, stores and equipment They were rolling into Tibet 

Suddenly, they came to a jolting halt A trough-like ledge fielded them as 
neatly as a first team catcher They had travelled fifty yards, dropped a 
hundred feet Miraculously, no one was injured 
The first that Hombein and Unsoeld knew of all this was when a taut, 
gasping Corbet appeared in their tent Immediately the two leaders dressed 
and went to the aid of their companions In the darkness, with the wind still 
howling all round, the whole team struggled to anchor the two wrecked tents 
to the mountain to prevent them sliding any further Then, exhausted, they 
reured to then sleeping bags, Auten crawling into the small tent shared by 
Hombein and Unsoeld, Corbet and the Sherpas remaining behind to anchor 
what was left of the wreckage 

Daylight brought no end to the wind Hombein’s tent, still on the ndge, 
caught the full blast and was threatened with destruction The three men 
trapped inside clung desperately, but futilely, to the poles Nothmg could 
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withstand that raging hurricane, and when, inevitably, the guy ropes snapped 
and the tent began to move, a hurried exit was called for Fortunately they 
managed to arrest the tent sufficiently for boxes of food and oxygen bottles to 
be piled on top of it, collapsing it and anchoring it 
There then began a general retreat to Camp 3W in the teeth of the gale, 
which was now reaching its maximum power Men were lifted off their feet, 
and frequently the whole party had to flatten themselves in the snow, clinging 
to their ice axes as their only means of survival 
It was mid afternoon before they crawled into 3W, dazed and exhausted, 
there to meet Emerson, himself a survivor Yet, incredibly, no one had been 
hurt during all these terrifying events The West Ridgers were battered, but 
intact 

All the same, they had lost valuable tentage and stores, which threw then- 
whole project once more into doubt Hombein said later that if they had not 
been so exhausted the whole team would have retired to Advanced Base and 
given up As it was, a night at Camp 3W brought rest and a fresh plan It was 
Hornbcin’s plan, of course he had his teeth into the West Ridge like a temer 
with a bone and was not yet ready to let go 

Basically the plan was a paring down of the original one based on the 
knowledge that there was not only less material available after the storm, but 
less time too Instead of two more camps above 4W there would now be one, 
instead of two summit attempts, there would be one 
There was not much argument about who the summit pair should be Auten 
was m a support role anyway and had never meant to go high, Emerson was 
not fully recovered That left Horn be in, Unsocld and Corbet - and it was 
Corbet who volunteered to back down He recognized the special relauonship 
which existed between Hombein and Unsoeld, and knew that in the last 
analysis, if things got really tough, that relationship might make all the 
difference between success and failure, even between life and death ‘What’s 
more,’ he said, grinning at his elders, ‘you’re both just about over the hump - 
I’ll be coming back again someday ,2S 
Over the radio link Dyhrenfurth approved the new plan, sancuoned the 
extra delay it would involve and put in tram such additional material as 
possible to help the depleted team supplies A1 Auten, who had wanted to go 
down, agreed to remain m support, and carrying the fresh supplies came two 
more Shcrpas It was barely enough - five climbers and five Sherpas - and 
three of the Sherpas were inexperienced men on their first expedition 
On the morning of the 20th, a perfect day, they set out to re-establish the 
stricken Camp 4W The sue had to be the same as before because there was 
nowhere else suitable, and as they crawled into their sleeping bags that night 
they must all have felt a quiver of apprehension, remembering what had 
happened a few nights earlier But this time all went well, and on the next 
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morning three ropes set off up the mountain - Corbet and Auten, lightly laden 
and reconnoitring the way ahead, then the five Sherpas and finally Unsoeld, 
Emerson and Hombein 

The reconnaissance rope had a two and a half hours’ start Their route was 
predetermined, for part of Hornbem’s plan was that they should make use of 
what knowledge they had gamed already about the West Ridge, which meant 
going for the Hombein Couloir and ignoring any other, possibly more direct, 
lines At least they had seen the couloir and knew it could be climbed there 
was no time to waste m exploring other possibilities So when Corbet and 
Auten set out that morning across the Diagonal Ditch which led to the couloir 
they had no route-finding problems. Their task was two-fold to cut good 
steps for the laden porters to follow, and to find a bivouac site for the smgle 
tent of Camp 5W, as high as possible 

At two o’clock Corbet and Auten reached the foot of the Yellow Band at a 
height of 27,250 ft, where they found a tiny platform just about capable of 
holding a two-man tent Though it was not so high as they would have wished 
(it still left 1 ,800 ft to the summit) they dared go no further The Sherpas were 
two hours behmd, and by the time they had caught up and dumped their loads 
there would be barely sufficient daylight left for them to retreat to 4W 

That mght Hombein and Unsoeld perched w their precarious eyne The 
tent was secured on the upper side by a shaky peg tapped half an inch into the 
rotten rock of the Yellow Band, and on the lower side by two ice axes driven 
into mushy snow. Surveying their insecure lodging Unsoeld had planted a 
prayer flag brought up by the Sherpas ‘I think we’d better rely on that,’ he 
said, laconically. 

Before trying to snatch some sleep Hombein wrote a short letter to his wife, 
ending it ‘Tomorrow shall spell the conclusion to our effort, one way or 
another ’ 29 

They awoke at four next morning, spent two hours preparmg for the climb, 
then set out Their first problem was the Yellow Band, the crumbling senes of 
limestone cliffs through which Hornbein’s Couloir carved a tenuous passage 
The couloir became steeper and narrower - it was sometimes barely ten feet 
wide and in one place so narrow they had literally to squeeze through It was 
hard going, requiring the cutting of many steps In four hours they had 
climbed a mere 400 ft 

Near the top of the Yellow Band they came across their major obstacle a 
sixty-foot wall of crumbly rock broken into two tiers by a snow-covered step 
Hombein took over the lead but failed to climb the obstacle, not because it 
was too difficult but because the sheer effort exhausted him - he discovered 
later that his oxygen set was malfunctioning by not supplying the correct flow 
rate Unsoeld tned in turn, and by a supreme effort managed to haul himself 
over the top Hombein followed, and a rope-length later they both halted to 
call base on the radio Their altitude read 27*900 ft 
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Time was getting on and they still had a long way to go One thing, 
however, was certain They were now committed to the traverse With or 
without assistance they would have to descend the South East Ridge to the 
South Col camps They felt that to try to return by the rotten rock of the West 
Ridge would be suicidal 30 

Above the Yellow Band they veered to the right to reach the ndge proper 
for the first time since they had left Camp 4W For a while they delighted in 
clean rock, removing their crampons and overboots, climbing almost as freely 
as they would have done at home Then came the snow ice again, so they 
replaced their crampons and crunched steadily up the summit slopes of 
Everest 

Suddenly they were conscious of a tattered American flag fluttering in the 
breeze some forty feet ahead It was the one placed there by Big Jim Whittaker 
three weeks earlier 

It was 6 15 The sun’s rays sheered horizontally across the summit We 
hugged each other as tears welled up, ran down across our oxygen masks, 
and turned to ice 31 

They stayed for twenty minutes on the summit, then began their descent of 
the South East Ridge, encouraged by the fresh footprints they discerned in the 
snow - evidence that Lute Jerstad and Barry Bishop had been to the summit 
that day as planned Before they began the long trip down Unsoeld radioed to 
Advanced Base the fact of their success and quoted Robert Frost 

And I have promises to keep, 

And miles to go before we sleep. 

And miles to go before we sleep 32 

As they crossed the South Summit the daylight faded quickly The 
footsteps they were following became less distinguishable in the deepening 
darkness, and though they used their torches they found these almost as 
exhausted as they were They could do little else but pick their way cauuously, 
fumbling through tiredness, down the dark, confusing ndge 
Would the support party of Dave Dingman and Girmi, who should be at 
Camp VI, come up to look for them? There was always a hope The) shouted 
mto the dark void, but the wind flung their voices away 
Then, hke something out of a dream, they thought they heard an answering 
call Calling again, this time they were certain of a response Guided by the 
shouts, they stumbled on down until eventually they came upon two dark 
crouching figures in the snow Much to their surprise, it was not Dingman and 
the Shcrpa but Lute Jerstad and Barry Bishop, the men who had preceded 
them to the summit that day 

Jerstad and Bishop had had an unhappy twenty-four hours After reaching 
Camp VI from the South Col, Bishop had been taken unaccountably ill and 
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prevented from fulfilling their ambition because of the Nepalese ban on 
expeditions, and it wasn’t until 1969 that they could renew their hopes 
However, they did gam a bonus - they were granted permission for three 
consecutive expeditions spring and autumn 1969, and spring 1970. 

During the post-war years, Japanese climbers had been very active m the 
Himalaya They were skilful and tough, and had accounted for two top-class 
mountains, Himal Chuli and Manaslu, the latter being seventh highest in the 
world In the number and frequency of their expeditions they outdid everyone 
else - even it is suggested, everyone else put together Expense seemed no 
object, presented with three consecutive Everest expeditions most nations 
would have blanched at the cost The Japanese took it m their inscrutable 
stride 3 

They were well aware of the modem trends m climbing (about this time 
they put up their own direct route on the Eiger) and realized that on Everest 
the next logical step would be to attempt the great South West Face whose 
crags loomed over the Western Cwm Their three expeditions gave them a 
unique monopoly of the problem, enabling them fully to reconnoitre the face 
in 1969 m readiness for a full-scale assault the following year Not since the 
British monopoly of Everest in the days before the war had anyone had such a 
continuous bite at the apple 

The great triangular shaped South West Face (Fig 4, p 444) sweeps up 
from the Western Cwm for almost 8,000 ft to the summit The lower two 
thirds of this distance consists of steep snow slopes running up into a senes of 
rocky towers and buttresses, the exploration of which could take a lifetime and 
the climbing of which might prove impossible Fortunately, m the middle of 
the face, there is a wide break where the snow sweeps up to a higher point 
This is known as the Central Gully, but it is wider than most gullies, so the 
name is a little misleading It stretches up until, at a little more than 26,000 ft, 
it meets a steeper wall of rock known as the Rock Band, where it divides right 
and left, running below the band, but still ascending On the right it is almost 
like a ramp, quite long and extending upwards another thousand feet or so, 
towards the South East Ridge To the left it is shorter and steeper, arching up 
to meet a narrow gully cutting through the rock Above the Rock Band there 
bes another snowfieid, stretching across the face, and above that a steep 
triangle of summit rock 

The Japanese sent only a small reconnaissance party to the mountain in the 
pre-monsoon period of 1969 It made its way mto the Cwm, but did little more 
than make a preliminary sun ey of the problem In the autumn they returned 
in greater force, establishing Base Camp by 16 September and Advanced Base 
(Camp 2 - in the Western Cwm) only twelve days later The weather was 
exceptionally fine, with none of the high winds that can be such a demoraliz- 
ing feature of post-monsoon climbing on Everest, and there was good, firm 
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had spent a restless night of sickness, pain and mental anguish. He had 
managed to sleep a little but not much and, out of concern, his partner hadn’t 
slept much either When morning came both men were urcd, but the day was 
fine and Bishop was feeling better, so they decided to press on with the climb 
However, as Jerstad was changing the butane cylinders on one of their 
breakfast cookers, there was a sudden sheet of flame which filled the tent 
Both men had their eyebrows and beards singed and Bishop’s plastic oxygen 
mask, lying near the cooker, burst alight and filled the tent with dense, acrid 
smoke Bishop recalled the incident: 

Panic gripped us Lute struggled toward the zippered entrance, and I 
tned to smother the flames with my sleeping bag, but my legs were still 
inside it and I could get no leverage Meanwhile the fire was feedmg on the 
air in the tent, soon exhausting it, and our lungs were aching I was groping 
desperately for a knife to cut through the tent wall, when Lute managed to 
tear open the zipper and literally dived outside His momentum was so great 
that he almost pitched down the steep slope toward the South Col I was on 
his heels. We snatched the flaming stove from the tent, doused it in the 
snow, and soon the fire had died in the thin air When at last we crawled 
back into the tent we said nothing to each other, but we shared the same 
thought. The omens were bad, all bad. 33 

Not until 8am did they manage to begin their climb, already tired and 
more than a litde shaken Only a supreme effort of willpower dragged them 
upwards, like automatons They were not fully aware of their actions — Jerstad 
actually took the wrong route when leaving the South Summit and had to 
retrace his steps - and they were painfully slow They reached the summit at 
3 30 p m , the climb having taken seven and a half hours 

On the summit they could see signs of the earlier ascent by Whittaker and„ 
Gombu, but no trace of Hornbem and Unsoeld, whom they assumed to have 
given up the West Ridge attempt or at least put it off for a day, because the 
afternoon was already well advanced After forty-five minutes spent in 
photography, during which Jerstad took the first cine film ever from the roof 
of the world, they began their slow, laborious descent 

Night fell They were in a worse way now even than the West Ridgers, for 
they had no torches at all After three and a half hours they had descended 
only 600 ft, and it was then that they heard the shouts on the ridge above them 
and realized that Hornbem and Unsoeld had made the top after all They 
decided to wait for them, to join forces. 

The West Ridgers were desperately tired when they eventually reached 
their companions, but they realized at once that Jerstad and Bishop - 
especially Bishop - were in a much worse state and near the end of their 
tether. Nevertheless, Hornbem urged them to move to spend a night on the 
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Chapter 16 

nothing to push for, nothing to do but shiver and wait for the sun to rise. I 
floated in a dreamlike eternity, devoid of plans, fears, regrets. The heat 
lightning, Lhotse, my companions, discomfort, all were there - yet not 
there Death had no meaning, nor, for that matter, did life Survival was no 
concern, no issue Only a dulled impatience for the sun to rise tied my 
formless thoughts to the future 35 

When dawn came and they were able to continue their desperate journey 
they were barely aware that they had survived the highest bivouac in 
mountaineering history at that time 

In a little while Dave Din groan and the Sherpa Girmi appeared, climbing 
the ndge to search for the bodies of Jerstad and Bishop, -whom they presumed 
had died in the attempt on the s ummi t Much to Din gman ’s amazement and 
joy, there were not two dead bodies, but four living climbers to collect 
The West Ridge had been climbed and Everest traversed - the first ever 
traverse of a major Himalayan peak It was a complete triumph for the 
Americans. And a personal triumph for the determined, argumentative, 
insistent litde doctor from San Diego, Thomas F Hombein 
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The Indians had not given up hope Despite their reverses of 1960 and 1962 
(when they came so near to reaching the summit) the Indian Mountaineering 
Federation displayed a tenacity of purpose not unlike that of the old pre-war 
Everest Committee In 1965 they mounted their third expedition to Everest a 
carefully selected team (mostly Darjeeling Sherpas from the armed forces) led 
by a naval officer, Lt Cdr M S Kohh, who had been Deputy Leader in 1962, 
when he reached a height of 28,600 ft on the South East Ridge 1 
This time the Indians were brilliantly successful On 19 May after a 
frustrating period of bad weather, a camp was- established on the South East 
Ridge at 27,930 ft - the highest assault camp so far achieved on the mountain 
From it, at 9 30 a m next day. Captain A S Cheema and Nawang Gombu 
reached the summit Gombu thus became the first m a n to climb Everest twice, 
for he had accompanied Whittaker to the top during the American expedition 
two years earlier 

On 22 May Sonam Gyatso and Sonam Wangyal reached the summit, then 
two days later C P Vohra and Ang Kami Finally, on 29 May Captain H P S 
Ahluwalia, H C S Rawat and Phu Dorje also reached the summit — the first 
three man ascent from the south, or the first ever, if one discounts the Chinese 
claims of 1960 In all, the Indians put nine men on the summit, far and away 
the most comprehensively successful attempt the mountain had seen at that 
time It was a record matched only by the Chinese in 1975 and the Austrians in 
1978, and not exceeded untd the post monsoon German expedition of 1978 
put eleven people on top 

The Indian success marked an important stage in the rapidly growing story 
of Mount Everest because it supported so completely the point that Hombein 
and Unsoeld had pressed on Dyhrenfurth during the American expedition two 
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years before that in mountaineering terms the ascent of the South East Ridge 
was no longer an event of great significance Given the right men, the right 
equipment and a reasonable degree of luck with the weather, there was now no 
reason why any number of ascents should not be made The Indian success, 
by its very magnitude, had completed the mountaineering subjection of the 
South East Ridge 

Not that the ridge was henceforth ignored - far from it Everest is still the 
highest mountam in the world, and nations large and small - particularly 
(though not exclusively) those with a mountameering tradition - have keenly 
felt the need to make the ascent for reasons of prestige So the South East 
Ridge has seen ascents by the Japanese, Italians, South Koreans, Austrians, 
Germans and French, not to mention repeats by the British and Americans 
Three have failed the Argentinians m 1971, the Spanish m 1974 and the New 
Zealanders in 1977 - although the last named were trying something new to 
climb the mountain without support, as if it were an Alpine peak 
The Indian success was notable too for being the last attempt allowed by the 
Nepalese for three years The Nepal Himalaya were closed to climbers until 
the summer of 1969 while the authorities considered the position In 
particular they were conscious of bemg a small country caught between two 
antagomsuc giants, India and Chma, and they wanted no provocative actions 
by foreigners that might upset either So for the time bemg they reverted to 
their old isolationism, and when the gates were reopened, there were more 
stringent regulations regarding expeditions — and higher fees' 2 

Meanwhile the thoughts of the world’s leading mountaineers were far from 
the Himalaya They were concentrated instead on the blank soaring granite 
walls of the Yosemite valley in California where for nearly a decade, multi-day 
routes of an astomshing seventy had been created by local men such as 
Warren Harding and Royal Robbins Harding, for example, had spent a total 
of forty-five days, spread over eighteen months, in making the first ascent of 
the Nose on El Capitan, a sheer 3,000 ft cliff overlooking the Merced river 
He had used hundreds of pitons, over a hundred bolts (drilled into the rock) 
and some 3,000 ft of fixed rope In 1960 the route was repeated by a four-man 
team who took seven days Before long the Nose had become the classic hard 
climb of the valley and even harder routes were undertaken The fashion 
spread In 1965, for example, a British party climbed the incredible 4,500ft 
Troll Wall m Norway by a multi-day push 

Following a little behind these new super-severe rock climbs came a 
revolution in ice climbing techniques The cutting of steps was out, instead, 
reliance was placed on the tenuous bite of the forward-pointing spikes of the 
modem crampon - the so-called ‘lobster claws’, which the climber could kick 
into the ice for half an inch or so, depending on the ice’s hardness On steep 
ice handholds (always difficult and delicate to cut with an ice axe) gave way to 
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special short axes, one in each hand, that the climber could hook into the ice 
for purchase In this way ice climbing became much more akin to rock 
climbing than it had been Steeper ice could be climbed, and moreover 
climbed much quicker 

In other words, what the leading climbers were doing was pushing modem 
techniques to the limit in the furtherance of their sport 
Naturally there was interaction between the new and the old techniques 
through adaptauon, improvisation and experimentation It was a time of 
searching and the openmg-up of new forms of mountaineering expression 
Some of the older climbers shook their heads and there was a muttering about 
ethical values - but who bothers about ethics in the fizz and bubble of a new 
and heady champagne? 

Since the new techniques were adapted to faces rather than ridges, face 
/climbing predominated the face was to be climbed as directly as possible One 
event more than any other symbolized the new era the first ascent of the Eiger 
Direct in 1966 

This big mountain face, the most feared m the Alps, has been the 
cause of numerous fatalities both before and after it was first climbed in 1938 
by an Austro-German team The original route snakes its way up the icy cliff, 
seeking what weaknesses there are for the modem climber there was an 
obvious, if daunting, challenge in straightening it out 
In the winter of 1966 the challenge was accepted simultaneously by two 
teams, an Anglo-American team led by the dynamic American John Harltn 
and a German team led by JSrg Lehne Both groups found it a bitter struggle, 
but by using fixed ropes and )umars the climbers were able to advance and 
retreat according to conditions Indeed, some climbers who theoretically were 
not engaged on the climb, such as Chris Bonington, who was photographing 
the venture for a newspaper, were able to help from ume to time, then return 
to base at Klerne Scheidegg Ironically, it was through the parting of a fixed 
rope that Harhn was killed, after which the rival teams combined and forced 
their way to the top 

With the ascent of the Eiger Direct the die was cast If such methods could 
work m the Alps, why not on the big Himalayan faces as well? It was put to 
the test by a British expedition under Bonington In 1970 they tackled the 
huge South Face of Annapurna (8,078 m ) in Nepal and were brilliantly 
successful Don Whillans and Dougal Haston reached the summit Haston 
had been one of the participants in the Eiger affair, and Whillans, like 
Bonington, had helped in it too All three were to make their mark on the 
ultimate goal, Everest 

But it was the Japanese who first seized the opportunity In 1963 the 
Japanese Alpine Club had been granted permission to attempt Everest during 
the pre-monsoon period of 1966 Unfortunately they, like everyone else, were 
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prevented from fulfilling their ambition because of the Nepalese ban on 
expeditions, and it wasn’t until 1969 that they could renew their hopes 
However, they did gam a bonus — they were granted permission for three 
consecutive expeditions spring and autumn 1969, and spring 1970 
During the post-war years, Japanese climbers had been very active in the 
Himalaya They were skilful and tough, and had accounted for two top-class 
mountains, Himal Chub and Manaslu, the latter bemg seventh highest in the 
world In the number and frequency of their expeditions they outdid everyone 
else - even it is suggested, everyone else put together Expense seemed no 
object presented with three consecutive Everest expeditions most nations 
would have blanched at the cost The Japanese took it m their inscrutable 
stride 3 

They were well aware of the modem trends in climbing (about this time 
they put up their own direct route on the Eiger) and realized that on Everest 
the next logical step would be to attempt the great South West Face whose 
crags loomed over the Western Cwm Their three expeditions gave them a 
unique monopoly of the problem, enabling them fully to reconnoitre the face 
in 1969 in readiness for a full-scale assault the following year Not since the 
British monopoly of Everest in the days before the war had anyone had such a 
continuous bite at the apple 

The great triangular shaped South West Face (Fig 4, p 444) sweeps up 
from the Western Cwm for almost 8,000 ft to the summit The lower two 
thirds of this distance consists of steep snow slopes running up into a senes of 
rocky towers and buttresses, the exploration of which could take a lifetime and 
the climbing of which might prove impossible Fortunately, m the middle of 
the face, there is a wide break where the snow sweeps up to a higher point 
This is known as the Central Gully, but it is wider than most gullies, so the 
name is a little misleading It stretches up until, at a little more than 26,000 ft, 
it meets a steeper wall of rock known as the Rock Band, where it divides nght 
and left, running below the band, but still ascending On the right it is almost 
like a ramp, quite long and extending upwards another thousand feet or so, 
towards the South East Ridge To the left it is shorter and steeper, arching up 
to meet a narrow gully cutting through the rock Above the Rock Band there 
lies another snowfield, stretching across the face, and above that a steep 
triangle of summit rock 

The Japanese sent only a small reconnaissance party to the mountain in the 
pre-monsoon period of 1969 It made its way into the Cwm, but did little more 
than make a preliminary survey of the problem In the autumn they returned 
in greater force, establishing Base Camp by 16 September and Advanced Base 
(Camp 2 - m the Western Cwm) only twelve days later The weather was 
excepuonally fine, with none of the high winds that can be such a demoraliz- 
ing feature of post-monsoon climbing on Everest, and there was good, firm 
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snow on the lower slopes of the face Nevertheless, the Japanese concentrated 
on bull dung up supphes in the Cwm before attacking the mountain, and it was 
a further two weeks before Camp 3 was set up, at 23,000ft Camp 4 was 
established at the mouth of the Central Gully (24,600 ft) and Camp 5 at 
25,600 ft It was with these last two camps that the Japanese came across a 
problem nobody had foreseen - the snow in the higher reaches was not deep 
enough to allow proper tent platforms to be excavated Henceforth portable 
platforms, adjusted to the angle of the slope, would be a necessary part of any 
expedition to the South West Face 

Spearheading the Japanese reconnaissance were Masatsugu Konishi and 
Naomi Uemura, the latter already building up a reputation as one of the 
world’s most formidable mountaineers, despite his slight build and amiable, 
almost cherubic countenance On 31 October they reached a point just below 
the Rock Band by working out to the left The following day two of their 
companions, Hiroshi Nakajima and Shigeru Satoh, managed to climb even a 
little higher 

What the four Japanese climbers observed convmced them that it would be 
possible for a full-scale expedition to penetrate the Rock Band, the major 
difficulty, and climb the Face For the moment they had gone far enough 
The Japanese reconnaissances of 1969 were m the ume-honoured mould of 
Everest exploration Like the 1922 expedition, which showed that a way could 
be made via the North Col, and Shipton’s expedition of 1951, which showed 
that entry to the Western Cwm was feasible, so they too had shown that there 
was a way to climb the South West Face But was that enough? No doubt they 
thought it was, for they had another season m hand in which to prove it 
Yet once again the fact of Everest being Everest overshadowed the thinking 
and logistics of the final expedition, just as it had done for the Americans in 
1963 Then, Dyhrenfurth’s prime target was to get an American to the top so 
as to please his sponsors and satisfy the folks back home Anything else was 
subsidiary, and it was only Tom Hombein’s determined individualism which 
had converted an expensive exercise in public relations into an outstanding 
mountaineering achievement And now here were the Japanese confronted 
with the same problem - the summit for national prestige, or a new and 
worthwhile route up the difficult South West Face? Hoping to repeat 
Dyhrenfurth’s good luck, they opted for both 
It was a massive expedition - no fewer than thirty-mne climbers and 
seventy-seven Sherpas (including a woman climber. Miss Setuko Wanatabe) 
led by the seventy-year-old veteran Saburo Matsukata, who never went 
higher than Base Camp The plan was that the combined resources of the 
expedition would be used to force the Iccfall and establish Advanced Base 
(Camp 2), from where the two teams for the South West Face and South Col 
route would act tndependendy 
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The larger the expedition which has to traverse the Icefall, the greater the 
potential danger, because at any given moment there are likely to be more 
targets for the unpredictable ice to strike The Japanese therefore stood a 
greater risk of accident, but to make things even more dangerous there was a 
second Japanese team on the mountain a thirty-four-man ski e<pedition, 
completely independent of the climbers and separately financed Altogether 
there must have been some 150 people passing through the Icelull, not 
counting the Icefall Sherpas who were going up and down in a constant daily 
stream, stocking the camps in the Cwm 
An accident was almost inevitable On 5 April 1970, the day after Camp 1 
was established at the hp of the Cwm, an Icefall avalanche hit a party of 
Sherpas from the ski expedition, killing six of them. A few days later another 
Sherpa was killed Not since pre-war days had a wholesale disaster struck the 
little Sherpa community they were appalled and distressed. 

Nevertheless, despite these catastrophes, and the slowness of certain team 
members to acclimatize properly, Advanced Base was established m the Cwm 
by 17 April Or rather, two Advanced Base Camps, for it was decided that the 
Face team and Col team would live and work separately from now on The 
camps were fairly near each other, with the Face team’s camp situated a little 
closer to the South West Face itself 

Above base, responsibility for the expedition rested m the hands of Hiromi 
Ohtsuka, who, as he confessed in his diary, found himself facing all the 
problems of a large split-offensive expedition that had beset Dyhrenfurth, 
both in terms of logistics and w the philosophical realm of whether to place 
emphasis on virtually certain but unremarkable success via the well-tried 
South Col route or on the possibility of acquiring great prestige by a first ascent 
of the untried South West Face Like Dyhrenfurth, he felt obliged to go for 
the former logistically the South Col team were given an advantage, and the 
fact that Naomi Uemura was allocated to that route emphasizes the point. 
Unlike the Americans, the Japanese climbers do not seem to have had any 
option which route they would climb The choice was made by the leader The 
South West Face team consisted of nine men led by Masatsugu Konishi, who 
had led the autumn reconnaissance. Naturally enough, even among the 
Japanese, more accustomed than their Western contemporaries to accepting 
autocratic discipline, not everyone was pleased with their allocated climb 
However, there was no Oriental Tom Hombein to stir things up 
On 21 April another and totally unsuspected hammer blow fell on the 
expediuon During the evening meal at Camp 1, the youngest member of the 
expediuon, twenty-eight-year-old Kujoshi Narita, suffered a sudden heart 
attack, and before his shocked companions could do anything to help, died. 
Earlier in the expediuon, Nanta had not been well but had spent a week 
recuperating at Lobuje, the staging post below the Khumbu Glacier, and had 
returned from there seemingly fit and strong - indeed, he was known as one of 
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the strongest men on the expedition, which made the impact of his death all 
the more shocking The expedition was halted while Nanta’s body was taken 
down the Icefall and from there down the Khumbu valley for cremation 
Nanta’s death, combined with the continual illnesses which seemed to dog 
the expedition, delayed matters to such an extent that Ohtsuka decided to 
abandon the South West Face altogether and put all his resources into 
climbing the ordinary route This was too much, even for the disciplined 
Japanese, and four days later he changed his mind again — the Face climb 
would continue, but the South Col route would get pnonty (which it already 
had) Shades of Dyhrcnfurth! 

Suffice to say that progress via the South Col was now rapid, and on 1 1 May 
Naomi Ucmura and Teruo Matsuura reached the summit of Everest Next 
day Katsutoshi Hirabayashi and the Sherpa Chotare repeated the ascent, and 
took the opportunity, when near the South Summit, of descending a little way 
onto the South West Face to inspect the problems Hirabayashi thought the 
route looked very difficult 

This was hardly surprising, for the winter of 1969 had been a particularly 
dry one Hardly any snow had fallen and consequently the South West Face 
was stripped of much of its overmantle The team now tackling it found that 
where during the reconnaissance there had been accommodating snow and ice 
slopes, there was now a good deal of bare rock It made life difficult and 
dangerous, and progress very slow 

Ohtsuka’s plan had been to establish Camp 4 just below the Rock Band by 
12 May This proved impracticable, and it was established much lower and 
sooner (6 May) on the slopes below the Central Gully, using special dural 
platforms for the tents From there on 8 May Komshi and Akira Yoshikawa 
climbed up to 25,600 ft, following the left-hand branch of the fully previous- 
ly reconnoitred Two days later Katsuhiko Kano and Hiroshi Sagono, with 
two Sherpas, went higher soil, but discovered that after a height of about 
26,000 ft the Face was so stripped of snow and ice that they had to remove 
their crampons and treat it as a rock climb The rock was broken but 
unpleasant Fortunately the weather was good and they were able to reach a 
height of 26,400 ft, where they could examine the narrow gully that cut 
through the Rock Band Stripped of ice it looked formidable, but they 
thought it could be climbed 

However, they did not get a chance to put it to the test While descending to 
Advanced Base for a rest, Kano was hit in the back by a falling stone and 
slightly injured That same day Hiroshi Nakajima was also struck by a stone 
Alarmed at these mishaps, Ohtsuka immediately withdrew all climbers from 
the South West Face, declaring that the stonefall hazard was too great and 
that, in any case, there wasn’t tune enough to complete the route before the 
monsoon 

Stonefall is a natural hazard on m a n y face climbs, varying from moun tain to 
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mountain, season to season, and even hour to hour Some faces are notorious 
for it - the Eigerwand, for example - but the South West Face of Everest has 
never been one of these It could be thai in 1970 the Japanese were particularly 
unfortunate in following such a dry winter, and that the blanket of snow and 
ice which holds most of the loose rock in place was largely absent No other 
expedition has reported trouble with stonefall on this vast face 

Ohtsuka decided that the unfortunate Face team would now concentrate 
their efforts on making two more assaults on the South Col route In this, 
however, they were frustrated by the weather, and by 21 May the expedition 
had withdrawn from the mountain 

Meanwhile, the Japanese ski expedition had accomplished its own peculiar 
achievement Yuichiro Miura, a professional skier, skied down from the 
South Col to the foot of the Lhotse Face on 6 May When his speed reached 
100 m p h he opened a parachute brake Unfortunately, a shift in the wind 
caught him off balance and he hit some rocks which threw him over He slid 
some 600 ft to the foot of the slope, stopping just short of a huge crevasse. He 
was unconscious but otherwise uninjured The whole episode was dramatic- 
ally recorded on film and eventually shown throughout the world on television 
Altogether, the Japanese had an unhappy time on Everest in 1970 In terms 
of cost, both in money and lives, the game hadn’t been worth the candle 
True, they had achieved their primary arm - to climb Everest - but in 
mountaineering terms they had achieved little that was worthwhile Not for 
them the Dyhrenfurth luck 1 They had one small consolation prize - Miss 
Setuko Wanatabe had reached the South Col She was the first woman to do 
so, and she set a height record for her sex 

Summing up after the expedition the Deputy Leader Hiromi Ohtsuka said 

A 39 member expedition is too large to work as a cohesive unit One 
leader should not have more than 12 to work with otherwise there will 
be a lack of common bond among the members Furthermore, the 
pleasures of mountaineering will be stifled the necessity of such a big 
expedition should be considered with restraint in the future 

Ohtsuka’s words were to prove prophetically wise, but unfortunately he was 
shouting against the prevailing wind The fact is that in the 1970s moun- 
taineering became a growth industry, and Everest itself was bound to be 
involved 

The world of 1970 was a very different world from that of half a century 
earlier when Mallory and his companions had first set out to find Mount 
Everest Basically, mountaineering itself had not changed all that much, 
except in so far as technical advances had made life easier and safer m some 
respects there is nothing to suggest that the climbers of 1970 were braver, 
stronger or (as far as high-altitude climbing went) more skilful than those of 
400 



Chapter 17 

Rebuffat in France, Carlo Maun in Italy, Royal Robbins in the USA and 
many others In Bntam two Lancastrians had long dominated the scene the 
wry, enigmatic Joe Brown and the pugnacious, sharp-witted Don Whillans. 
They were joined by others, but particularly by a young man of ascetic 
appearance, a S andh urst voice and definite opinions called Chnstian 
Bonington 

It was against this background of accelerating world interest that the 
International Expedition to Everest’s South West Face was conceived The 
midwife to this ill-starred child of the seventies was Norman Dyhrenfurth 
It all be gan innocuously enough as a simple expedition to Antarctica Back 
in 1965 two teams had put up new routes on the immensely difficult Troll 
Wall in Romsdal, Norway One was a British team from Manchester and the 
other a Norwegian team consisting of Leif Patterson, Jon Teigland and Odd 
Ehassen They all became firm friends and it was not surprising, therefore, 
that a year or so later John Amatt of the British party should contact Patterson 
suggesting they combine on an expedition. 

As luck would have it Patterson was planning a trip to the Antarctic with 
the other two Norwegians, so he invited Amatt to join them However, this 
gave the expedition an international flavour and Patterson had the idea of 
extending this theme by inviting climbers of other nationalities to join in as 
well Dave Isles of the U S A , Dudzmski and Peterek (Argentinians of Polish 
descent) completed the team All the members were personally known to 
Patterson 

Unfortunately the Antarctica project fell through, so they turned their 
attention to the Himalaya instead Being of the new school of dedicated face 
climbers it was natural, if ambitious, that they should decide on the Rupal 
Flank of Nanga Parbat, regarded as the greatest single face m the Himalaya 
Once again their plans were thwarted a German expedition had already 
seemed permission for Nanga Parbat 4 Their choice then turned to the South 
West Face of Everest 

And so, by a curious combination of circumstances, the friendly tnp to 
Antarctica had become transformed into an attempt on the hardest route of 
the highest mountain in the world Patterson and Amatt had not merely 
changed objectives, they had changed leagues and had elected themselves to 
the First Division It was a daring promotion and they startled nobody more 
than themselves, for none of the team had any Himalayan experience 
whatsoever 

Recognizing that they were getting out of then depth they turned for help to 
Colonel Jimmy Roberts, the man whose organizational ability had played so 
l 2 rge a pan in the first ascent in 1953 and the Amencan success ten years later 
Roberts, a former Gurkha officer, had retired from the Army and was running 
a trelkmg organization in Kathmandu His knowledge of the Himalaya and 
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its peoples was extensive, perhaps greater than that of any other Westerner, 
and he had taken part in about a dozen major expeditions, often as leader, so 
he was ideal for the job 

Roberts became the new leader of the venture, but it is doubtful whether 
even he, with all his experience, realized the magnitude of the undertaking 
and the scale of resources that would be necessary to climb the formidable 
South West Face At this time (1968) nobody had done more than look at the 
face from the Western Cwm The Japanese had not begun their explorations, 
nor had Bonington’s team climbed the South Face of Annapurna to demons- 
trate that big Himalayan faces were feasible Roberts, Patterson and Amatt 
were pushing out into unknown waters, with none of the resources which 
ultimately proved necessary 

They did, however, recognize that some Himalayan experience might be 
useful before tackling Everest and to this end made plans to attempt 
Dhaulagm H, an unclimbed Nepalese peak of 25,429ft, in 1969 5 As a 
warm-up exercise this too was a little ambiuous! 

Meanwhile, the team had grown Three Americans had joined - Gary 
Colhver, Barry Hagen and John Evans - as well as the Rhodesian climber 
Rusty Bailhe All were experienced climbers, but their addition simply 
exacerbated the organizational problems which were already becoming tire- 
some, owing to the fact that the team was scattered throughout the world 
Communications were slow, especially with Roberts in Nepal and Patterson, 
who was now in Uganda, and the bulk of the work fell on Amatt He bore it for 
some months until, in 1969, dismayed at the lack of progress, he decided to 
quit the venture 

Amatt’s resignauon was a serious blow and but for a curious twist of fate the 
expedition might have withered away and died stillborn for lack of progress 
At this crucial time, however, Roberts received a letter from Norman 
Dyhrenfurtb inviting him to take part in an expedition - to the South West 
Face of Everest! It transpired that Dyhrenfurth, unaware that others were 
interested, had been working on his own plans 

Roberts suggested a merger for an expedition in 1971 On the face of it this 
was a sensible move because it would revive the old Roberts-Dyhrenfurth 
partnership which had proved so successful for the Americans in 1963 The 
two men were complementary Roberts for his logisucal planning and 
knowledge of the Sherpas, Dyhrenfurth for his international connections and 
ability to raise the necessary money However, it had one senous drawback 
The comfortable htde team originally envisaged by Patterson, in which 
everyone knew one another (despite their various nauonahties), was on 
amalgamation to become a group of strangers, each jealous of his own 
•" reputauon There were senous misgivings m the Patterson team about the way 
in which their initial ideals were being radically altered, but the amal gama uon 
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was inevitable Roberts and Dyhrenfurth became joint leaders, though 
Dyhrenfurth took the lion’s share of the responsibility, including that of 
financing the venture 

Dyhrenfurth, in fact, assumed a staggering financial burden As was the 
case with the earlier American expedition the costs escalated like a rocket, but 
this time, because there was no national prestige involved, there was no single 
national institution prepared to underwrite the expedition It was the interna- 
tional nature of the enterprise which appealed to Dyhrenfurth He wanted to 
demonstrate that men from different nationalities and backgrounds could 
work together harmoniously and to the common cause, even under conditions 
of extreme hardship It was a feelmg which ran deep m the Dyhrenfurth 
family background his father Gunter Dyhrenfurth, had organized inter- 
national expedition m the thirties and he himself had run an international 
expedition to Lhotse in 1955 What could be a better vehicle for international 
co-operation than Everest, the greatest prize of alP 

Yet because it was international it had this built-m financial weakness Each 
country, either through its media or some charitable body, was willing to con- 
tribute something towards the costs, but never enough, and Dyhrenfurth found 
himself m a situation in which he was inviting participants from different 
countries simply for the extra cash they could bring m, although every addi- 
tion to the team pushed up the costs even further By the time it was all over, 
Dyhrenfurth was facing a bill m excess of a quarter of a million dollars 6 
Each climber contributed 500 dollars to the expedition, but large sponsors 
were few and far between for the reasons mentioned - only Trans World 
Airlines, who gave 12,000 dollars, and the Mamichi Newspapers of Japan, 
who gave 25,000 dollars, were significant contributors The countries of the 
so-called ‘Latins’ - about whom much was to be heard - made very small 
contributions, and France, none at all More surprisingly perhaps, Germany 
and Austria, countries with a strong Himalayan tradition, also contributed 
very htde The direct disadvantages of being international were summed up in 
N A S A s refusal to help the expedition because it was ‘neither a corporation 
nor based in the USA Dyhrenfurth had hoped for 30,000 dollars because 
of the work he was doing on oxygen equipment 
It was not until the B B C bought the TV and newspaper rights for 48,000 
dollars that the finances looked healthier, though even that sum was less than 
Dyhrenfurth had hoped for The BBC’s total contribution jumped to 
1 10,000 dollars, but the extra money paid for the seven-man film crew they 
attached to the already swollen expedition In addition the BBC sold the 
newspaper rights to the Sunday Times, who sent a reporter, Murray Sayle 
Like Topsy, the expedition just growed By the time it was m the field there 
were thirty- three members from thirteen different countries, including the 
media men - some of whom were good climbers in them own right It was not, 
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however, a team Patterson’s original ideals had disappeared under the 
crushing burden of financial expediency, and so, for that matter, had 
Patterson himself, along with Baillie, Hagen and the two Argentinians Of the 
innocent founder members, so to speak, only two remained the Norwegians 
Teigland and Eliassen Dave Isles was sull there, and so were two of the other 
Americans who had joined Patterson before the link-up with Dyhrenfurth 
Colliver and Evans All the rest were newcomers, and they formed as disparate 
a bunch as one is ever likely to find on an cxpcdiuon 
On paper it was a firmament of stars Apart from those already mentioned 
the climbing team consisted of Wolfgang Axt and Leo Sclilommer of Austria, 
Duane Blumc of the U S A , Tony Hiebeler of West Germany, Carlo Maun of 
Italy, Pierre Mazeaud of France Harsh Bahaguna of India, Naomi Uemura 
and Reizo Ito of Japan, Dougal Haston and Don Whillans of Bntain, and the 
husband and wife team of Michel and Yvette Vauchcr of Switzerland The two 
doctors (who were also climbers) were Peter Steele of Bntain and David 
Peterson of the USA 

Few of them had climbed together and those who had tended to cleave 
together in a natural defence against the ambiuons of the rest, anxious to pro- 
tect their own reputauons Jealousy was rampant, being a much more cogent 
feeling than any superimposed mtemauonal camaradene Islands of isolation 
grew up, not helped by the language bamer, for when the prevailing language 
is English it is easy for ancient Gallic fears to be revived and a plot suspected 
Ironically, the one thing which the members had in common - their skill as 
mountaineers - was one of the major causes Put plainly there were too many 
chiefs and not enough Indians 

Early in the planning, Chris Bonington was enrolled as climbing leader, but 
the experience he had gained from his Annapurna expedition, which took 
place while the Everest venture was being planned, gave him food for thought 
and he later wrote 

What worried me was whether I was going to be able to control a group of 
climbers of this calibre, all of whom would presumably want their rum out 
in front, and all of whom would have come with dreams - or the 
determination - of being w the summit party My own authority would be 
tenuous, and I could even end up in an uncomfortable position as 
go-between for the expedition leadership and climbing members 7 

Shrewdly, Bonington had spotted the major flaw in advance, and he 
withdrew from the expedition When he later rejoined it for a short time his 
imual doubts were reinforced, so he withdrew again Not even a tempting 
offer from the B B C for him to go as a reporter could change his mind a 
second time 

It wasn’t so much team selection as team collection Dyhrenfurth was like a 
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philatelist garnering the cream of the world’s rare stamps - only to discover 
that they didn’t make matched sets and some of the specimens were no longer 
m mint condition But he could not afford to be too selective some of those he 
would have liked to include simply couldn’t get any backing and he was forced 
to take those who could Only two nominees failed to bring in extra cash 
beyond the obligatory personal contribution of 500 dollars the likeable Indian 
Army officer, Harsh Bahaguna, who had almost reached the summit of 
Everest m 1965, and the French politician Pierre Mazeaud, who took 
Dyhrenfiirth’s tentative inquiry as a definite offer and promptly accepted, 
ignoring the request for sponsorship Whether it was because he did not wish 
to offend a member of the French Chamber of Deputies (and one, moreover, 
tipped to succeed to the plum job of Minister of Sport), or whether it was 
because Vaucher, Axt and Hiebeler all recommended Mazeaud, Dyhrenfurth 
let the matter stand 

The hard core of the team were professionals to a greater or lesser degree 
Uemura and Mauri earned their livelihoods directly from their worldwide 
adventures (Maun had just returned from Thor Heyerdahl’s Ra voyage), 
Hiebeler owned a prestigious climbing magazine, Alpinismus , Haston was 
director of a mountaineering school, and so on Each, therefore, had a special 
motive for doing well, above and beyond the call of the mountain 

Had the team been able to meet m the Alps, as onginally planned, some of 
the weaknesses and personality clashes might have been foreseen and action 
taken to eliminate them, but the financially stringent situation that Dyhren- 
furth found himself in prevented that Indeed, finance - or the lack of it - 
dominated the preparations to a damaging extent Quite apart from the 
difficulties already mentioned, Dyhrenfurth found himself once again tackling 
Everest when public interest m it was at its lowest. Not only the general public 
but the climbing fraternity too were disenchanted with the whole idea 

There were two possible explanations for this One lay in the nature of the 
climb itself. The South West Face of Everest is not a particularly attractive- 
looking climb It is a great triangular face whose mam feature, the Rock Band, 
runs across it horizontally There is no natural line up* no challenging ndge or 
buttress that beckons to be conquered — just an awkward obstacle to be 
climbed or avoided as the case may be Dyhrenfurth had countered this by 
announcing in the expedition newspaper that the climb was to be the 
dircttissima — that is to say, straight up Only the American members believed 
this wa> possible 8 

More cogent at the time, however, was the growing mood of revulsion that 
the climbing world was beginning to feel towards the whole concept of the 
huge super-marathon expedition The Japanese Everest expedition of 1970 
symbolized all that was going wrong There was hostility towards the 
wheeler-dealer tactics necessary to raise the huge sums involved, the show-biz 
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attitude of the media, the prima-donna attitude of the climbers If this is 
expedition climbing, the mood ran, then vie want no part of u Indifference 
turned to positive antagonism, and it is fair to say that a large secuon of the 
climbing public were looking forward to the failure of Dyhrcnfurth’s expedi- 
tion with maltcious glee 

Knives were out from the start, and one can’t help but feel sorry for 
Dyhrenfurth, who was so wrapped up in the mechanics of the venture that he 
failed to see how the public mood had changed 
Why this should be so is difficult to sec at this distance in umc After all, 
Bonington’s Annapurna expedition had the full media treatment and yet was a 
popular success with climbers and public alike But then, it wasn’t inter- 
national 

Bonington’s part in the Everest story was to come to full fruition some years 
later, but suffice to say at this stage that his withdrawal from the International 
Expedition dealt a serious blow to ns tactical strength His undoubted ability 
to command from the front when necessary would have made him the ideal 
climbing leader for the South West Face His absence left a gap which was 
never adequately filled, though Bonington did suggest a replacement 
The man he suggested was one of the post war legends of British climbing, 
a stocky, sharp wnted, aggressive Lancastrian named Don Whillans As we 
have seen, in 1970 Whillans, with Dougal Haston, reached the summit of 
Annapurna I by the South Face - a remarkable tour de force and one of the 
landmarks of mountaineering history He was also an Alpinist of great repute, 
and it was because of an Alpine chmb - the Central Pillar of Fr6ncy , a difficult 
route on Mont Blanc - that he was disliked by Pierre Mazcaud In 1961, 
Mazeaud and two others had survived a terrible ordeal on the Frency Pillar 
while trying to make the first ascent Four of their companions had died 
Later that same year Bonington, Whillans, Clough and Dlugosz snatched the 
first ascent, much to the disgust of Mazeaud He thought the Bnush were 
mere opportunists, trading on his own party’s misfortunes ‘Mazeaud can 
never forgive the Bnush,’ wrote Whillans, ‘and me especially, for making the 
first ascent of the Central Pillar of Freney ’ 

Whether Dyhrenfurth was aware of Mazeaud’s hatred of Whillans or not, 
he did know that the little Lancastrian had an outspoken nature whose very 
bluntness frequently upset people Whillans seemed to move around in a 
perpetual aura of pnckly controversy which fame and matunty (he was then 
thirty-seven) had done nothing to modify On the one hand he was too good a 
climber to leave out, particularly since he would be teamed with Haston, his 
partner on the successful Annapurna climb, but on the other hand his 
forthright nature, in Dyhrenfurth’s opinion, made him unfit to be in 
command To solve this dilemma Dyhrenfurth once a gain sought refuge in 
compromise Whillans joined the expediUon, but the post of climbing leader 
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was abolished Instead, there was to be a ‘co-ordinator’ between the active 
men on the mountain and the Base Camp gurus John Evans, an American, 
was appointed to this task 

Bonington had taken part in die route-planning during his brief member- 
ship and had given it as his opinion that a team of twchc would be sufficient 
for the South West Face More than that would lead to complications - which 
is exactly what Hiromi Ohtsuka, leader of the Japanese climbers, had 
discovered 

Dyhrenfurth therefore cast around for an alternative which would keep the 
rest of the climbers happy He had a choice of two first, and most obvious, 
the ordinary route up the South East Ridge by way of the South Col; 
second, the West Ridge climbed by his own party m 1963 
The first alternative was ruled out almost immediately. The predominandy 
Anglo-Saxon membership of the expedition in ns early stages regarded the 
ordinary route with disdain It had been climbed many times, and for the vast 
International Expedition, composed as it was of a galaxy of star performers, to 
climb it again was like using a steam hammer to crack a nut. Dyhrenfurth 
consulted his old buddies, Barry Corbet and Barry Bishop of the 1963 team, 
and they concurred 

Lookmg back, it seems as though this was a blinkered decision taken by 
men who thought only in terms of massive resources In fact the resources of 
the expedition, particularly in terms of Shcrpas, were scarcely adequate for 
the South West Face The Sherpa force was fifty-five men compared with the 
seventy-five the Japanese had employed This gave Dyhrenfurth a ratio of 
little more than one and a half Sherpas per team member For the first ascent, 
in 1953, John Hunt had needed double that ratio Climbers were the only 
surplus, and as Ken Wilson, editor of Mountain magazine, later pointed out, a 
lightweight attempt via the South Col would have been a worthwhile 
objective It might have been done without Sherpa support, or even without 
oxygen In any case, a fine of small camps leading to the South East Ridge 
could have been a valuable retreat route should anyone climb the South West 
Face and for some reason be unable to descend the same way Nobody had 
ever descended the West Ridge 

Another point, and one that was to prove crucially important later on, was 
that the decision not to climb the ordinary route was made quite early in the 
planning by men whose nations had already climbed it As more continental 
climbers were brought in, the relative importance of climbing Everest by any 
route grew The late-comers were not, however, consulted Perhaps they took 
it for granted that the summit was the prime objective if it came to a crunch - 
certainly Mazeaud did, as Wiullans explained 

The attitude of Mazeaud on receiving the invitation seems to have been 
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that he had been mvitcd to climb Everest, not that he had been invited to join 
a team attempting the difficult unchmbed South West Face 

Dyhrcnfurth opted for the West Ridge Hombern must have smiled at the 
irony of it when he heard, but this time it was to be the West Ridge Direct, not 
the alternative by the Hombern Couloir, which the Americans had climbed in 
1963 It was a formidable objective, guaranteed to stretch resources to the 
limit, but at the umc it wasn’t seen in that light Only the advantages were 
seen - that it was more worthy of effort than the ordinary route, and that, 
should the South West Face attempt fail, the West Ridge was a nice 
consolation prize It was also another hedge against the possible success of the 
Japanese in 1970 

Not everyone was happy with the dual role the expedition had now 
assumed Rusty Baillic, at that time still a member, wrote 

Regarding the West Ridge and the West Ridge Direct the former has 
been done and the latter is splitting hairs To my way of thinking, the time 
will come in Himalayan history when variants will be climbed But it is not 
now Thus I would want to attempt the Face Also I dunk that the Face will 
need the utmost, not only from every member, but also from the expediuon 
as an entity All expeditions are a strain on inter-relationships, an Interna- 
tional one even more so an international one with a divided aim may 
well spend its energy solving problems of personality rather than of 
mountaineering I therefore respectfully submit that we all put our efforts 
into one route I can appreciate that our sponsors and commercial interests 
may expect a route by any way, but hopefully we will not have to be ruled 
by them m mountaineering decisions 9 

Badhe was a prophet crying in the wilderness He later resigned 
The team was well equipped For their high alutude camps they had the 
rigid framed WhiUans Box, a tent that Don had designed after experiencing 
the trauma of a Patagonian gale Its box shape gave the occupants greater 
freedom of movement than an ordinary tent - no small advantage in a high 
camp The oxygen equipment, too, was excellent and a credit to its designer, 
physiologist Dr Duane Blume 10 

As always, there were some faults By a quirk of design the Austrian 
crampons didn’t fit the German boots properly and gave trouble throughout 
the expediuon Then, too, Blume found that the oxygen masks didn’t fit the 
Sherpas This was because they were standard U S Air Force issue, which 
came in two types discreetly marked Caucasian and Oriental - and the 
Oriental pattern was based on Vietnamese facial charactensucs, which are 
quite different from those of Sherpas Fortunately some masks of the 1963 
pattern were available 
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The radios were not always reliable either, particularly in the weather 
conditions the expedition was to encounter, and probably contributed to some 
of the misunderstanding that arose 

The only major drawback was the food, which arrived in Kathmandu in 
bulk instead of m the more easily organized man-day rations, and the 
subsequent labour involved in sorting it out was never satisfactorily accom- 
plished Tasty tidbits destined for the high camps would mysteriously vanish 
on their way up Normally, this might have been something of a joke, but on 
this occasion the tidbits were eagerly sought after because the rest of the food 
was unpalatable Dyhrenfurth had delegated the organization of the food to 
Wolfgang Axt, the thirty-five-year-old school teacher from Austria, not 
realizing that Axt was a vegetarian and health food fanatic His choice of diet 
met with less than universal approval from his fellow team members 

In all there were some thirty-five tons of food and equipment, about half of 
which was flown to the STOL (Short Take Off and Landing) airstrip which 
had been built at Lukla in the Khumbu valley, about seven days’ march below 
Everest Base Camp The rest of the supplies were earned in by the 
expedition’s 450 porters 

Base Camp was established on 23 March 1971 in the now traditional place 
below the Khumbu Icefall During the march from Kathmandu relations 
between the vanous members of the expedition had been cordial Both 
Whillans and Haston, however, were concerned at the holiday atmosphere of 
the trek, they had the uncomfortable feeling that some of the participants were 
not fully aware of the hardships that lay ahead, and they wondered how the 
camaradene would stand up when it came to the crunch 

During this walk-in, the members were asked to choose the route they 
wished to take In doing this, Dyhrenfurth was establishing democracy in the 
same way he had during the 1963 American expedition It was the exact 
opposite to the dictatorial method used by the Japanese (Uemura must have 
been surprised) but there is nothing to indicate it was more successful 
After some changes of mind the teams settled down as follows 
For the South West Face Evans (co-ordinator), Colhver, Peterson (all 
Americans), Ito and Uemura of Japan, Whillans and Haston from Britain, the 
German Hiebeler, and the Austrian Schlommer 

For the West Ridge Axt (co-ordmator), the Norwegians Teigland and 
Eliassen, the Vauchers, husband and wife, Bahaguna of India, Maun of Italy, 
Isles of the U S A , Mazeaud of France, and Steele, the Bntish doctor 

Of the two leaders, Roberts intended to look after Base Camp, and 
Dyhrenfurth, Advanced Base in the Western Cwm The Sherpas were to be 

divided equally between the two teams, once progress had been made beyond 
Advanced Base 

Hardly had Base Camp been established when there was a roar from the 
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Khumbu Icefall and the startled climbers saw huge blocks of ice tumbling 
down, smashing everything in their path It was an awesome warning to 
everyone that the holiday was over and there was grim work ahead 
The Icefall was m bad condition, very unstable and totally unpredictable as 
always A great curving depression, which seemed to offer a quick way 
through it, proved illusory, and it was a fortnight before a relatively secure 
route was pioneered and Camp 1 set up on the lip of the Cwm On 5 April 
Camp 2 — Advanced Base - was established in the Cwm at 21,600 ft, and from 
there each team began to make its own way towards its objective International 
relationships immediately began to wear thin 
On the Face route things began smoothly There was a much better 
covering of snow than the Japanese had enjoyed the year before and the four 
lead climbers, Whillans, Hasten, TJemura and Ito, had little difficulty m fixing 
ropes up the fairly easy snow slopes and establishing Camp 3(F) on the same 
spot their predecessors had used 

Meanwhile the West Ridge team were encountering problems The snow 
slopes leading to the West Shoulder were proving to be difficult - more so than 
in 1963 when the Americans climbed them The two Norwegians, Eliassen 
and Teigland, together with the Indian climber Bahaguna, had at first tried to 
go straight up, but found this impossible Later, in a savage article in La 
Suisse, Vaucher was to claim these three lacked experience and had poor 
ice-climbing technique Be that as it may, nobody else was willing to try a 
direct route up the slope 

Vaucher and Axt now went to work to re-establish the original American 
route of 1963 They found that even this was difficult Their way was blocked 
by an icefall which caused a circuitous detour, first downhill, then by a 
horizontal traverse, and finally up the slope again to rejoin the original line 
Axt then teamed up with Bahaguna They managed to establish Camp 3(W) 
at 22,600 ft, then on 17 April, after a night at this camp, they climbed up to 
the crest of the ridge, prospecting the way ahead and seeking a suitable place 
for Camp 4(W) In this they were successful Camp 4(W) would be on the 
ridge itself, and so far as they could see the ascent of the rocky West Ridge 
would not be an insuperable task Much heartened by this progress the two 
men descended 

It was at this point that chance threw the dice against them The two men 
had worked hard and were due for a rest They could have gone straight down 
to Advanced Base (and indeed Dyhrenfurth had wanted Bahaguna to go down 
to Base Camp itself for a rccupierauon period some days earlier but he had 
declined) Now, however, as they returned from the ridge they spotted a 
better site for Camp 3(W), which they had always thought was too low 
anyway They decided to stay the night at 3(W), move it to its new site next 
day, then return to Advanced Base 
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Meanwhile, their companions had not been idle. Their aim was to shorten 
the somewhat complicated route to Camp 3(W) Maun and Mazeaud climbed 
up the slopes and dumped loads of ropes, stakes and pitons in readiness for 
this task, then Vaucher and Ekassen went to work, paying out the rope and 
fixing it in place with stakes and ice screws It was a horizontal traverse about 
400 ft long, curling round a bulge of the mo unt a in The snow slope was some 
40° — by no means excessive — and wherever the rope was pinned to the slope 
Vaucher and Ekassen cut a platform or large step, where a man could stand 
and rest m comparative safety This was useful because if a climber was 
following the rope and was attached to it by a safety hue he would have to stop 
and unhook himself whenever he came to a stake or piton, then hook on again 
beyond it Laden porters m particular would appreciate this under normal 
circumstances many of the climbers might not bother with a safety attachment 
because the traverse was not all that difficult The new traverse was a valuable 
piece of work it cut out the downhill bit of the route and shortened the time to 
Camp 3(W) by about an hour. 

Up above, Axt and Bahaguna were told of these developments by radio and 
they in turn informed the others of their plans for a new Camp 3(W). 

Next day, 18 April, Axt reported on the radio that the weather looked 
threatening dark clouds were piling up to the north-west. Nevertheless, he 
and Bahaguna continued with their plan to move Camp 3(W) 

At Advanced Base on this morning a different kmd of storm was brewing 
The two Vauchers, Carlo Mauri and Pierre Mazeaud went to Dyhrenfurth 
with a strong complaint that their equipment for the West Ridge was not 
getting through, whereas the equipment for the Face team seemed to get 
through without difficulty They had mentioned it before, but now they put it 
in stronger terms They suspected bias that preferential treatment was being 
given to the Face team because it was primarily an Anglo-American affair and 
therefore the only part of the expediuon to interest the B B C , which had put 
so much money into the venture 

Dyhrenfurth explained that there was a hold-up at Camp 1 He suggested 
that to help matters out they should all go down the Cwm to Camp 1, pick up 
loads and bring them up After all, during the American expedition he had 
led, characters like Unsoeld had cheerfully trudged uphill with loads of 601b 
or more But the Latins (as they had become known) refused to countenance 
this. 

It was beneath then- dignity, they said, to do work which was intended for 
Shcrpas Disgusted at their attitude, Dyhrenfurth decided to set an example 
by shouldering a pack frame himself and setting off for Camp 1 

Here was the chiefs and Indians syndrome showing its naked rawness* 
Throughout the expediuon there had been (and continued to be) a reluctance 
on the part of many members to carry loads. In some instances the Latins had 
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not even earned their own personal gear, but they were not alone in dodging 
heavy packs Even where ostensibly heavy loads had been earned, on some 
occasions suspicious colleagues had surreptitiously ‘weighed’ them and found 
them to be remarkably light One-upmanship was rampant. Was it that - 
load-carrying was really beneath their dignity, or was it that nobody wanted to 
bum himself out, thereby reducing his chance of the summit? The Sherpas, 
who were the silent butt-end of all this manoeuvring, were not impressed 
At Camp 1 Dyhrenfurth met Peterson, Haston, Schlommer and Hiebeler 
and tned to sort out the logistic bottleneck He then packed two oxygen 
cylinders (‘One each for Face and Ridge, in fairness to both teams’) and 
plodded back up the Cwm towards Advanced Base 
As he climbed the weather rapidly deteriorated and soon the Cwm was filled 
with a raging blizzard Only the willow wands stuck in the snow at regular 
intervals showed Dyhrenfurth the way forward A snow avalanche from the 
slopes of Nuptse struck him, but by bracing himself he was able to keep his 
stance, and fortunately it was only powder snow, not the wet, cloying, 
obliterating land He struggled on, and then out of the white darkness 
appeared the familiar figure of Ang Lakpa, his personal Sherpa, come to see 
that the sahib was all right 

Together they trudged back through the storm, losing their way momentar- 
ily, until they picked up the line of markers again Suddenly, high above them 
they heard a fearful scream, then another and another They shouted back but 
the wind whipped their voices away They knew that the screams had come 
from Harsh Bahaguna 

While Dyhrenfurth and Ang Lakpa struggled up the Cwm a distraught and 
exhausted Wolfgang Axt staggered into Advanced Base Camp He had 
descended from Camp 3(W) in the storm ‘Bahaguna is still up there!’ he 
gasped 

At once a rescue party scrambled into then gear and set off to rescue the 
Indian climber Rivalries and nauonal jealousies were put aside as Eliasscn, 
Vaucher, Whillans, Mazeaud, Maun, Steele and Ang Phurba faced the storm, 
in automauc response to the age-old climbers’ code that help must be given at 
all costs It was 5 15pm Night in the Cwm wasn’t far off 
They all climbed as rapidly as possible It was a lung-tearing effort made 
worse by the storm Perhaps because they knew the rouie better than the 
others, Eliasscn and Vaucher were the first to reach the hapless vicum 

Bahaguna’s condiuon was bad His chest harness was attached to the long 
fixed rope of the tratersc and he just hung there, helpless with cold and 
exhausuon A nmc of ice covered his face One glove was gone, and the 
harness had pulled up his clothes, exposing his bare midriff to the elements 
Eliasscn, more to comfort him than anything else, asked him if be was O K 
and incredibly the Indian seemed to murmur that he was The two men tned 
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to move him across the traverse but were prevented by the force of the storm 
They then decided to lower him on a rope and attempt to swing him across the 
slope to the shelter of a crevasse, where possibly the others could reach him 
Hardly had they begun to lower him than he turned upside down, and 
Whillans, who had now arrived at the scene, climbed down and turned him 
right way up Whillans then tried to move him sideways, at considerable risk 
to himself, but found it impossible There was only one other option - to lower 
Bahaguna straight down the slope to another crevasse where it was hoped 
Steele, Mazeaud and Ang Pburba could take charge of him 
Thirty-five feet above the sheltering crevasse the rope ran out Whillans, 
teetermg around on the steep slopes m the face of the storm and darkness, 
without ice axe or protective rope, took one last look at the Indian He was 
unconscious, his face blue, his eyes staring In half an hour he would be dead 
‘Sorry, Harsh old son, you’ve had it,’ muttered Whillans 
The rescuers were themselves now in an unenviable position Exhausted, 
battered by the storm, they had to fight their way back to camp 

It was a dejected group that met Dyhrenfurth in Advanced Base that night 
Axt knew nothing of the final tragedy, for Steele had sent him to bed with 
sleeping pills before the rescue team set out, but the rest were there m a 
sombre, angry mood Harsh Bahaguna had been popular with everyone. 
Mazeaud accused Axt of murder through negligence, but Dyhrenfurth calmed 
him down, promising a full inquiry next day 

Next morning, as the team assembled in the mess tent, Axt was the last to 
enter 

'Wie geht es Harsh* (‘How is Harsh’’) he demanded 
‘Weisst du es nocht mchP Er ist tot* (‘Don’t you know’ He is dead'’) 
Dyhrenfurth replied. 

Axt burst into tears. 

The inquiry was set for 10 a m and Dyhrenfurth directed Bill Kurban of 
the BBC to tape-record the proceedings, in case there should be further 
inquiries or disputes Asked what had happened, Axt said 

We were not roped during the descent, there was no need, there were no 
difficulties at all Since 1 knew Michel [Vaucher] and Odd [Ehassen] had 
placed fixed ropes on all the steeper sections, I left my climbing rope and my 
harness and karabmer at the new camp At first Harsh went ahead Around 
2pm the weather turned bad Soon we were caught m a raging storm 
When we reached the long rope-traverse I took over the lead and got across 
it hand over hand It was very long and tmng as hell At the far end I waited 
for Harsh to follow. Voice communication was impossible, the storm was 
much too strong 1 waited for a long time, perhaps as much as an hour My 
hands and feet lost all feeling Then I saw Harsh tied into a fixed rope with a 
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harness and karabmer, groping his way round the last corner of the steep 
ice-slope that separated us He waved with one hand Everything seemed 
O K , no indication of any serious difficulty I was really worried about 
frostbite so I went down Just before I got to the camp 1 heard his screams 
and alerted everybody I couldn’t have gone up as I was completely done 
in 11 

When he was asked why he did not stay with Bahaguna he replied 

I had no idea how bad things were with him, and besides what could I 
have done without a rope or karabmer? Harsh had taken his gear but 1 
would have had to go back hand over hand over that long traverse I simply 
didn’t have enough strength in me for that and my hands and feet felt like 
blocks of ice 12 

It was not the end of the affair for Axt On his return to India some weeks 
later he was quesuoned closely by Brigadier Gyan Singh and Major H P S 
Ahluwalia, who were the committee appointed by the Indian Mountaineering 
Federation to look into the causes of the tragedy After considering various 
statements and a transcript of the B B C tape, they issued the following 
statement 

According to Axt, he did not go back to look for Bahaguna because he 
had no harness or carabmer without which he would have been of little help 
^Presumably for the same reason he crossed the rope traverse quickly 
without waiung for Bahaguna to follow close behind But even before he 
started, Axt knew about the existence and nature of the traverse and as an 
‘ice-specialist’ he should also have known that the harness and the carabmer 
would be needed on this obstacle However, he chose to leave this essenual 
safety equipment, weighing no more than a few hundred grams, behind for 
‘reasons of weight’ The Committee, therefore, consider that Bahaguna may 
not have lost his life if Axt had brought his essential safety equipment and 
travelled close to his rope mate 

The Committee find it difficu't to agree that he did not realize that 
Bahaguna was in difficulty unul he heard his shouts for help at 4 15 pm 
The Committee rule out wilful foul play on anyone’s part 
The Committee are not certain if Bahaguna was, m fact, wearing silk or 
nylon gloves under his thick outer gloves But, apart from that his clothing 
was appropriate for tackling the traverse, and in his rucksack he was 
carrying adequate insulated clothing Unfortunately, after Bahaguna was 
incapacitated on the fixed rope, the clothing he was wearing was not 
sufficient to protect him from the elements and keep him warm 13 

This seems less than fair on poor Axt It was precisely because he was an ‘ice- 


415 



Chapter 17 

specialist’ that he felt he did not need the safety harness - as events m his case 
proved He did not expect to have to return along the rope to help Bahaguna 
It was Harsh Bahaguna’s enthusiasm and willingness that finally overstretched 
him and led to his death 

The great storm lasted for ten days, marooning the climbers m their camps. 
Through rifts in the clouds the men at Advanced Base could see from tame to 
time the body of Harsh Bahaguna dangling down the slopes of Everest like a 
puppet on a string The sight contributed to the general mood of depression 
occasioned by the accident, the never-ending storm and the food shortages the 
storm created 

Tony Hiebeler, editor of Alptnismus , had had enough He had never 
acclimatized properly and had gone down to Base Camp on the first morning 
of the storm- When he heard of Bahaguna’s death it was the last discouraging 
blow He wrote a note for Dyhrenfurth ‘I am a physical and mental wreck I 
can’t take a single step towards the mountain - forgive me ’ He packed his 
rucksack and left for home on 25 April 
Hiebeler left for the best of motives — he genuinely felt he was no use to the 
expedition, and that he could do more to help the venture from his office m 
Munich But of course, the media, realizing that things were going badly for 
the expedition and knowing that international tensions and squabbles make 
better news stones than the climbing of a mountain, boosted his ‘defection’ 
out of all proportion Had they but known it, they were shortly to have a field 
day 

Bahaguna’s tragic death had particularly affected the spirit of the West 
Ridge team Steele and Eliassen had lost all interest in it. all they wanted was 
to help the Face team to achieve their objective and then get off the mountain 
as quickly as possible Mazeaud and Maun, too, wanted no more to do with 
the West Ridge, but for a different reason They felt it was too difficult and 
requested a switch to the South Col route, much to Dyhrenfurth’s disgust- 

I tned to convince them that Everest has already been climbed by five 
expeditions by way of the South Col All told, 23 climbers of six nations 
have reached the su mm it that way I considered this colossal investment in 
time, manpower and money unjustifiable for a route which at this stage of 
Himalayan mountaineering is of no further mterest All my pleas were in 
vain Against my better judgement I proposed a vote to be taken 14 

The vote was among the West Ridgers only Axt, Isles and Surdel (a B B C 
cameraman assigned to the Ridge) voted to suck with the original plan, Steele 
and Eliassen voted to jom the Face team in an all-out effort, Teigland voted to 
go with the majority And the majority proved to be the four Latins 

Mazeaud, Maun and the two Vauchers, all of whom voted for the South Col 
route 


416 



‘Not a Prmate A ffatr’ 


It was as Dyhrenfurth had feared and he wrote 

It is more and more obvious that Carlo Maun and Pierre Mazeaud are in 
no way interested in an all-out team effort All they want is personal glory 
by reaching the summit the easiest way possible and to become national 
heroes m France and Italy Also the Vauchers’ sole interest hes in the 
summit Despite senous misgivings and deep disappointment, I declared 
myself ready and w illin g to lend support to their new project 15 

Man proposes, but the mountain disposes The decision was taken on the 
fifth day of the storm at a time when nobody realized that it was going to last 
five more days, making it one of the worst storms in the history of the 
mountain By the end of it morale and health were badly eroded Most 
members went down to base to recuperate or to attend the funeral of Harsh 
Bahaguna, who was cremated at Gorak Shep and whose ashes were sent home 
to Dehra Dun 

Supplies once again began to move up into the Cwm from Base Camp, but 
Jimmy Roberts, who was m charge of the logistics, was not happy with the 
situation There simply were not enough porters to supply two teams 
simultaneously, added to which the passage through the Icefall was changing 
daily owing to unusually frequent ice movements, which made the journey 
slower and more hazardous He had put it to Dyhrenfurth that the South Col 
attempt should be scrapped and all resources concentrated on the Face, but 
Dyhrenfurth was reluctant to break his word to Mazeaud and the rest of the 
Latins 

Eventually, Roberts could stand it no longer Unable to bold a full 
discussion of the situanon with his co-leader at Advanced Base because of 
intermittent radio contact, he broadcast to all the expediuon his thoughts on 
what needed to be done Basically it was to scrap the South Col route and 
concentrate on the Face 

It seems that faulty radio transmission prevented Dyhrenfurth from hearing 
Roberts’ message, but he had by this time come to the same conclusion The 
South Col route would have to be abandoned - but, of course, not without a 
vote He therefore went on the air, ignorant of Roberts’ appeal, to ask 
members yet again to vote for which route they wanted 
The result was a foregone conclusion Dyhrenfurth had caught the Latins 
divided the two 'Vauchers were actually on their way down to Base Camp and 
therefore unable to vote, which left only Mazeaud and Maun in favour of the 
South Col route To make sure the decision was overwhelmingly democratic, 
Dyhrenfurth even included the leading Sherpas in the voting, much to the 
justified amazement of Mazeaud The Sherpas voted for the Face route too - 
after all, their part in it was a simple straightforward snow slope which was 
both easier and safer than the long arduous flog up to the South Col! 
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Mazeaud was furious The coincidence of the two broadcasts convinced him 
that he was the victim of background plotting As his accusations grew wilder 
he inevitably included the arch-villain, Whillans, ‘that English working-man 
(true) who ‘stood to gam millions from Kammor for the climb’ (untrue) 
Coming from a French Gaulhst Deputy it is difficult to judge whether 
Mazeaud meant ‘English’ or ‘working-man’ to be the bigger insult. Perhaps 
fortunately for both (and certainly for Mazeaud), Whillans was at one of the 
advanced camps at the time 

Mazeaud and Maun packed and descended to Base Camp As he left 
Dyhrenfurth he gave one final histnomc outburst 

They expect me, Pierre Mazeaud, Member of the French Assembly, aged 
forty-two, to work as a sherpa for Anglo-Saxons and Japanese Never! This 
is not me, but France they have insulted' 

It was just what the popular press had been hoping for Bang went 
international co-operation Bang went entente cordtale And bang went any 
chance Mazeaud had of becoming Minister of Sport 
At Base Camp Mazeaud and Mauri joined the two Vauchers, who were 
incensed at not bemg m on the vote All were convinced that the affair was a 
typically devious Anglo-Saxon plot, engmeered by the B B C to ensure that 
the two Bntons, Whillans and Haston, got to the summit m preference to 
anyone else The Americans and Japanese were in collusion with the British 
(though why this should be so remained unexplained) Meanwhile Whillans, 
up m the Cwm, had ordered the only camp estabhshed by the South Col party 
to be struck a gesture of finality which enraged Mazeaud even more Wild 
accusations flew m every direction and when the hapless Dyhrenfurth, a sick 
man, returned to Base Camp, Yvette Vaucher pelted him with snowballs, 
yelling ‘Voici le salaud’’ (‘Here’s the bastard 1 ’) 

The Latins were for leavmg straight away, but even at this late juncture 
Dyhrenfurth procrastinated He persuaded them to stay until Jimmy Roberts 
returned from Harsh Bahaguna’s funeral next day He was hoping for some 
mediation that would patch up the quarrel - by this time he himself was so ill 
that effective decision-taking was quite beyond him 

When Roberts returned and apprised himself of the situation his action 
was immediate Tough as old boots and a hard whisky drinker, he had been 
brought up in a different world from Dyhrenfurth’s His school was that of 
the Bnush Army, where to command meant just that He called together the 
four dissidents and said ‘No South Col Face only - and if you don’t like it 
you can go There will be no discussion ’ 

Roberts’ attitude did nothing to ease the situation Now more determined 
than ever to quit, the Latins threatened to crucify the leaders at press 
conferences in Europe, and there were wild innuendoes about reprisals A 
Sherpa guard was mounted on the vulnerable and valuable oxygen supply 
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Next day, as they made preparations for leaving, the Latins’ anger still 
bubbled and, in the mess tent that night at dinner, it boiled over into one final, 
furious row Peter Steele, the British doctor at Base Camp, has described what 
happened 

At dinner one could predict a confrontauon, and it came, yet I feel sure it 
might have been avoided Instead of amicably forgetung our differences for 
the last night and all sitting together, the leaders and the predominantly 
Anglo-American members sat down at one end of the mess tent while 
opposite and separated by a short distance were the Vauchers, Mazeaud and 
Maun with Jurec Surdel, Odd Ehassen and myself 
John Evans amved late, having come down from the Hill and gave a 
first-hand account of events on the mountain ‘Camp VI has been estab- 
lished and occupied this morning by Don and Dougal The oxygen sets are 
working well and only minor troubles have been found with the rubber 
valves freezing up Hopes are nsing for the summit and morale is on the 
up’ 

Yvette got up from the table to go to bed and upbraided John Evans in an 
emouonal tirade, sarcastically thanking him for Ictung them down over the 
vote John took it with characteristic calm and chanty but the fuse was 
ignited and the charge exploded soon after As Michel Vaucher, Carlo 
Maun and Pierre Mazeaud left the tent the latter threw some provocative 
taunts at Norman and the encounter began in earnest The Latins were 
down one end of a long table, the leaders at the other end and various 
members ranged on both sides 

All the old arguments were produced, the old ground ploughed over and 
the tent took on the air of a courtroom Pierre Mazeaud, magistrat, diputd, 
membrc de L’ Assemble Nauonale, was in his element bolding the floor 
with a powerful command of language and rhetoric He cut a fine figure 
leaning on the large teapot, his index finger pointed and wagging Carlo and 
Michel sat by and said little I translated for them when they misunderstood 
the English 

Norman sat back at the end of the table and listened with attenuon and 
dignity as Mazeaud’s loquacious accusauons poured out the Anglo Saxon 
plot to oust the Latins, collusion with the B B C to put a Bnton on the top 
for the success of their film, Whillans standing to make a million from his 
boxes if he reached the summit, allegations of drunkenness and pot smoking 
at Camp II, distorted radio messages over the vote He rounded off with a 
personal thrust, ‘ Norman , tu es intelligent mats tu es faible, pas comme ton 
pfre ’ 

One man, a B B C cameraman, had been sitting quietly, his head was 
buried mto his chest as he dozed off the effects of the whisky that had been 
circulating freely In the middle of Mazeaud’s most poignant plea for 
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reconsideration of the decision on the South Col he stood up, lurched 
towards and fell across the table, dislodging his spectacles. 

‘Look, another drunken Englishman,’ shouted Mazeaud ‘You are all 
drunkards and idiots ’ 

Jimmy Roberts, who had remained notably silent in the face of the 
onslaught, leaned forwards and slowly, deliberately and with power of 
feeling said* ‘Fuck off, Mazeaud ’ 

Mazeaud’s mouth drooped in horror The bubble burst and a peal of 
hysterical laughter rent the air, doing nothing to placate the now furious 
Frenchman Jimmy called for Sirdar Lakpa and, speaking m Nepali, told 
him to muster a squad of Sherpas outside the tent in case of trouble But 
they were already there Eager faces stood back in the shadows hanging on 
every moment of the action 17 

The next day the Latins left If their conduct during the last few days had 
been deplorable, it was also understandable Human vanity had led them to 
expect more than the expedition could give They had seen it, wrongly, as a 
way to achieve personal ambitions — Mazeaud would have been the first 
Frenchman to climb Everest, Maun the first Italian and Yvette Vaucher the 
first woman As the Swiss had already climbed the mountain, no similar 
accolade was in store for Vaucher himself, though there was the possibility of 
man and wife climbing the mountain together, which would no doubt have 
been personally satisfying and publicly profitable The pity was that Vaucher 
was one of the ablest climbers on the expedition and his nghtful place was on 
the Face, with Whillans and the others 

Strangely enough, despite the fireworks and histrionics, the charges and 
counter-charges, there were some deep-lasting friendships formed, even 
between the Latins and the rest Maun, m particular, was unhappy at the way 
things had gone and he seems to have been dragged along by events against his 
will 

Needless to say, there was no deep-laid plot, by the B B C or anyone else, 
to exclude the Latins or deny them their moments of glory But had they been 
misled in the first place'* Mazeaud certainly thought so and always maintained 
that the invitation was to climb Everest, not the South West Face How he 
could have believed this, in view of the world-wide publicity that heralded the 
expedition and extolled the Face climb, is difficult to understand, but it is 
possible The responsibility must rest with Dyhrenfurth, who acted from the 
start like a straw bending to accommodate every prevailing gust of wind 
The defection of the Latins was no serious loss to an expedition with so 
much manpower in reserve Unfortunately, it was at this point that sickness 
si*ept like a scythe through the ranks and seriously reduced any chance of 
success. 
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Almost from the be ginnin g the expedition had been dogged by minor 
illnesses, and there was some complaint from the hardier members that the 
doctors were molly-coddling their panents, sending them down to recuperate 
when it wasn’t really necessary But as time went on even the critics had to 
admit that the victims really were ill 

The earliest casualty was Dyhrenfurth himself Four days before he left 
home, a routine check by his doctor had revealed a thyroid complaint, but not 
wishing to jeopardize the expedition he had kept the news to himself 
Dyhrenfurth also seemed particularly prone to the fairly common high- 
alutude sore throat (he suffered badly both in 1963 and in 1971) and these two 
ailments, combined with the debilitating tensions of the previous few weeks, 
finally brought him down with glandular fever Steele sent him home, and as 
the same illness swept through the team, Teigland, Howell, Colhver, Blume, 
Ehassen and Evans left too, though Ehassen and Evans recovered and rejoined 
the expedition Bronchitis, pneumonia, colds and the inevitable headaches 
and sore throats all began to take a toll Only four men remained unaffected 
throughout - Whillans, Haston, Ito and Uemura, and they were the four who 
were out in front tackling the F ace 

With all these upheavals Roberts was now the expedition leader and 
Whillans the climbing leader Whillans, Haston and the two Japanese had 
worked steadily on the Face, pushing the route up the great Central Couloir 
towards the Rock Band Camps were established on the same sites as the 
former Japanese camps, using the alloy levelling platforms that the Japanese 
had left behind Camp V was occupied on 5 May at 26,000 ft 
The problem from there was how to tackle the Rock Band, that immense 
fractured wall that ran across the mountain, barring access to the upper Face 
The two Bntons pushed out to the left to mvesugate the gullies that the 
Japanese had thought so promising, but they rejected them as being too steep 
The centre of the wall was impregnable (so much for the hoped-for Direct 
route'), so they explored out to the right along a broad but difficult ramp At 
the far end of this, they established Camp VI (27,200 ft) 

For days at a time the weather was bad, presenting any progress At times 
such as this the two Japanese retreated down the fixed ropes to Advanced Base 
where they waited out the storm Whillans and Haston, however, remained m 
the high camp and because of this came in for cnucism on the grounds that 
they were using up oxygen supplies to no good purpose, even though they 
were using it only for sleeping During the bad weather days, said 
Whillans, *wc conserved it and |ust sat there feeling bloody miserable ’ 

Apart from the two Japanese and the Shcrpas, there was virtually no 
support for the two Bntons Whillans had asked Axt to help, but Axt was still 
visibly affected by the death of Bahaguna He told Whillans that he could not 
go onto the Face because he had promised his wife that he would not — it was 
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The media had a field day at the expense of the International Expedition. 
Helped by the frustrations and indiscretions of the continental members, they 
presented to the world a picture of shattered idealism, more than somewhat 
tinged by a touch of ‘we told you so’. 

Not everyone saw it in that light, and certainly not many of those who took 
pan did. John Cleare of the B.B.C. team, and himself a good climber, wrote: 

Had the summit been reached it would have been hailed as one of the 
greatest achievements in mountaineering history, and the critics would 
conveniently have forgotten their cynical remarks. The International ideal 
did not fall far short of complete realization, despite the disruption caused 
for a shon time by the South Col group, and some later bickering about the 
lead on the face, for these were differences of personality rather than 
nationality. For most of us the facts are simple. We were able to work and 
climb in complete accord with thirty-one mountaineers and film men from 
thirteen nations, sometimes even with no common language, for over a 
hundred days. I have a host of new friends and offers of floors to sleep on 
and partners to climb with all over the world. Perhaps there is more to 
success than reaching a summit ? 1 

Murray Sayle, the Sunday Times reporter who accompanied the team and 
who as a non-climber was able to assess the situation dispassionately, was near 
the mark when he said that the expedition was plagued by bad luck from the 
start. Certainly very little went right for them, and the great storm in which 
Harsh Bahaguna died shattered them physically and morally. The wave of 
sickness was accelerated by this. Cleare wrote: 

In retrospect there were two major causes of failure - each serious enough 
in itself to have stopped a less powerful expedition - bad weather and 
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sickness, the latter aided by the results of the former. Although the assault 
team was stopped well short of the summit their record is impressive. 1 hey 
went 450 metres higher than the wo previous Japanese attempts on the 
face. Whillans and Haston spent twenty-one days continuously above 
7,450m., with the Japanese close behind, and so broke all previous altitude 
endurance records. Seventeen Sherpas carried fifty-five loads to 7,925 m., 
and two actually carried to Camp 6 without oxygen - a very gallant effort 
without which nothing would have been possible. 2 

Despite the brave words, and the brave deeds, the feeling remains that there 
was a fundamental weakness, not so much in the idea of an international 
expedition, but in the way it was finally structured. And for this the 
responsibility must rest with Norman Dyhrenfurth. The ad hoc collection of 
climbers brought together by the feverish chase for financial support virtually 
ensured that the team members would be incompatible. Nothing was made 
clear enough to the participants: Dyhrenfurth, in seeking to please all men, 
had succeeded in pleasing none. 

The international dream seemed irrevocably shattered, and the chances of 
anyone repeating the experiment were dismissed. Yet within twelve months it 
was repeated. 

Dr Karl Maria Herrligkoffer was a fifty-seven-year-old Munich doctor with 
flowing white hair, a bushy moustache and a passion for organizing climbing 
expeditions, though he himself was not a noted climber. He had begun back in 
1953 when, despite considerable opposition, he had organized a ‘memorial’ 
expedition in tribute to all those who had died in pre-war days on Nanga 
Parbat, the 8,000-m. peak in the Punjab. Nanga Parbat had always been 
considered a ‘German’ mountain and on two particularly disastrous expedi- 
tions in 1934 and 1937 a total of eleven Germans and fifteen porters had lost 
their lives. One of the victims was Willi Merkl, half brother of Karl 
Herrligkoffer and leader of the 1934 expedition. 

The 1953 expedition was crowned with success when Hermann Buhl of 
Innsbruck, possibly the finest climber of his day, made an incredible solo dash 
for the summit. Unfortunately, in making his attempt Buhl had disobeyed 
Herrligkoffer’s orders, and what should have been unalloyed joy turned into 
acrimony and a law suit. 

Since then Herrligkoffer had organized a succession of expeditions, includ- 
ing six more to Nanga Parbat, a mountain that is burned deep in the German 
dream and which has attracted many of their best climbers. One such (though 
actually he was Tyrolean) was Reinhold Messner, who, with his brother 
Gunther, made a desperate traverse of the mountain during Herrligkoffer’s 
1970 expedition. Gunther was killed during the descent, and once again there 
were legal battles and considerable acrimony after the expedition. 
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obvious that he was trying to raise funds himself which cut across the 
copyrights we were arranging on his behalf, in order to be independent of 
the British contribution. In some ways I don’t blame him, but he should 
have told us in the first place, instead of accepting our offer of help, allowing 
us to raise support for him, and then revoking our verbal agreement at the 
last moment. 4 

Bonington also felt concerned about Herrligkoffer’s conception of the 
enterprise; ‘both Dougal and I were badly shaken to learn how little he 
appeared to know about the problems presented by Everest.’ 5 Apart from the 
financial aspects, it was obvious the German was still thinking in terms of 
Nanga Parbat, and though V/hillans went to Munich to brief him on the 
peculiar difficulties and requirements of the world’s highest mountain, 
Herrligkoffer never seemed to grasp what was needed. When the expedition 
was on the mountain this was to cause delays and frustrations which robbed it 
of any chance of success. 

In view of this both Bonington and Haston withdrew from the team. In the 
.end there were three British participants: Whillans, Doug Scott and Hamish 
Maclnnes, all of whom found the financial arrangements to be based on 
shifting sand, as Scott later explained: 

Over a dozen firms supplied us with clothing, tents, oxygen and other 
equipment. All this was worth thousands of pounds, and more was supplied 
at greatly reduced prices. The Mount Everest Foundation considered giving 
us a grant, but as Herrligkoffer was calling for contributions of £600 per 
member we had to turn to the mass media for financial support. Eventually, 
the Observer and the B.B.C. came in with substantial grants which not only 
financed us but made the whole expedition possible. A few weeks before we 
left I delivered all the equipment gathered in the U.K. to the Deutsches 
Institut fur Auslandforschung which is the rather grandiose title of Herrlig- 
koffer’s expedition organizing enterprise. In fact, the Institut turned out to 
be his doctor’s surgery. 

Once he had received the vital oxygen supplies, Herrligkoffer said that he 
expected Don to pay the £800 bill for them. This came as something of a 
shock and although this particular issue was later resolved in Nepal, 
incidents like this occurred all along and made us uncertain whether or not 
we would ever reach Everest. 

In Munich I signed one of Herrligkoffer’s contracts, but as it was all in 
German, of which I know only about a dozen words, I signed it subject to 
the understanding that we would get a translation, only part of which ever 
materialized. Herrligkoffer drew my attention to a bundle of other signed - 
contracts, pointing out that everyone was paying the equivalent of £600 and 
that this was written into the contract. He agreed that ours could be taken 
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out of the British grants, and said that we should keep a detailed account of 
our expenses as they would be paid in due course. 

A few days before departure, Hcrrligkoffer’s British agent received 
notification from Hcrrligkoffcr that our personal contribution must be paid 
for out of our own pockets, and that it now stood at £1,000! Wc let Hamish 
handle that one, which he did very’ effectively: he told the leader that we 
were withdrawing, which of course meant the loss of the TV and newspaper 
grants. Hcrrligkoffcr responded by offering Hamish a private deal, which 
he refused. The day before departure wc found that wc were invited back 
on, and that the £1,000 would be taken from the grants! However, we are 
still waiting for repayment of over £1,000 expenses, including two visits to 
Munich and flights to Kathmandu. 6 

Meanwhile, as the composition of the expedition changed, so did its title, 
which finally became the European Mount Everest Expedition. It was 
predominantly Austrian and - more than that - Austrian Army, but therp 
were the three British, one Swiss (Hans Berger) and one Italian (Leo 
Breitenbcrger). 

The expedition reached Kathmandu on 12 March and it was obvious from 
the outset that Hcrrligkoffer cither did not understand or did not believe in 
acclimatization. He marched straight through to Base Camp, with the result 
that the man designated to look after it, Professor Huttl, never reached the 
camp at all but had to return home through altitude sickness. His replace- 
ment, a thirty-two-year-old German consular official called Horst Vitt, arrived 
at Base Camp only to collapse and die from pulmonary oedema. The task was 
eventually taken on by Alice von Holb, a thirty-thrcc-ycar-old pharmacist, 
who also, through force of circumstances, inherited medical responsibility for 
the expedition for most of the time. Fortunately for her, there were no serious 
accidents or illnesses. 

The expedition did not move out to Base Camp as a single group. An 
advance party went ahead to set up the camp and begin work on the Icefall. 
When the rest of the team arrived, on the 26th, the work was going well and 
prospects looked bright. 

But beneath the surface things were very far from being-all right: the British 
were ill, the Austrians suspicious and the Sherpas disgruntled. As if these 
were not enough, Mischa Saleki, the Iranian student whom Herrligkoffer had 
'crossed off’, turned up on his own accord, intent on creating a fuss. 

The disaffection of the Sherpas was potentially the most serious trouble. 
During his visit to Munich, Whillans had warned Herrligkoffer that the 
Sherpas were not like other hill tribes - certainly not like the Hunza porters, 
who do the carrying for Nanga Parbat expeditions. The Sherpas were much 
more sophisticated: they had built up a mountaineering tradition that had 
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been in existence for half a century, and when it came to expedition work they 
had an expertise which far outmatched that of any other porters. On Everest, 
of course, they were unique and knew better than their employers what was 
expected of them. The Austrians were not aware of this and, in addition, 
communication was difficult because many of the Sherpas could understand 
English but not German, and few of the Austrians could speak English. As a 
result they tended to hector and bully the Sherpas, who resented it. 

Matters came to a head when the Sherpas discovered that their allocation of 
high-altitude gear did not meet the requirements of the Himalayan Society. 
There were insufficient foam mattresses, only enough duvet clothing for the 
fifteen Sherpas who would work on the Face itself and none for those who 
would work in the Icefall and the Cwm. There were no double sleeping bags 
for any of them. 

Whillans had explained to Herrligkoffer what the requirements would be, 
but the German had chosen to ignore the advice. No doubt he knew that the 
leading Sherpas were already well equipped from the spoils of previous 
expeditions and counted on this to save expense, but the Sherpas don’t look at 
it that way. A tradition has grown up whereby every expedition provides for its 
Sherpas fully. The Sherpas regard this expensive gear as the perks of the job: 
most of it is- carefully stored away to be sold later in the bazaars of 
Kathmandu. 

When the gear was not forthcoming the Sherpas went on strike and 
Herrligkoffer was forced into a hasty return to Germany to get it - even 
chartering a helicopter from Base Camp to Kathmandu to speed things up. It 
was an expensive and time-consuming mistake, made doubly galling by the 
realization that most of the gear would never be used! 

Meanwhile, as the Austrians hacked their way up the Icefall, Don Whillans 
lay in his sleeping bag at Base Camp suffering from a recurrence of an old 
illness to the inner ear, which caused him vertigo, and Doug Scott was ill from 
dysentery. While his companions were thus hors de combat, Hamish Maclnnes 
decided to service the photographic equipment with which he hoped to 
capture the adventure on film for the B.B.C. 

It was Scott’s first trip to the Nepal Himalaya. Thirty years of age, he was 
big and broad, his face almost hidden by long hair and voluminous whiskers. 
A Nottingham physical education teacher, he had forged his own path to the 
top of the sport through his local club and personal friends, outside the 
fashionable mainstream of British climbing. His expeditions, too, had been to 
offbeat areas - the Hindu Kush, Baffin Island and the almost unknown 
I ibesti mountains deep in the Sahara. He had done some outstanding long 

hard rock climbs, and his almost- aggressive individualism was allied to 
phenomena! strength. 

It was also Maclnncs’s first official visit to Everest, though at the time of 
loan Hunt’s successful first ascent in 1953 he and fellow Scotsman John 
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expedition, but they managed to take him aside and calm him down. They 
persuaded him that he should try to make the expedition a success despite the 
injustice he had suffered, and eventually he agreed to do this. He regarded the 
three Britons as sympathetic allies, in return for which he often told them — 
being a fluent speaker of German - what the Austrians were planning. Most 
importantly, he warned that the Big Four intended to keep the British off the 
summit. 

But Saleki did not stay to see the end of the affair. Unable to stand the 
taunts and jibes of the others, he left Base Camp as suddenly and dramatically 
as he had arrived - some say by stowing away in a helicopter . 7 

Meanwhile it was obvious that a battle of willpower was about to take place 
between the British and the Big Four. Not all the other members were 
complacent about the way things were going - Adi Weissensteiner, for 
example, tried to establish better relations with the Sherpas, and Peter Perner 
remarked to Scott that unless relationships between. Kuen and Whillans 
improved there could be no successful outcome. 

All the accusations and counter-accusations that had marred the Inter- 
national Expedition broke out again like measles, though perhaps in a less 
virulent form: the Big Four were accused of hogging the lead, not only by the 
British but also by their compatriots; Kuen was accused of "saving himself by 
carrying only light loads; the British were accused of using too much oxygen - 
it was a nauseatingly familiar pattern which, when reported in the press, did 
nothing to enhance the image of mountaineering. 

Schlommer had done his work well. He had instilled into Kuen a mortal 
fear of Whillans, a fear enhanced by inexperience of high altitudes . 8 Kuen felt 
that once Whillans was in the lead, with his knowledge of big mountains and 
his previous Everest experience, there would be no chance for anyone else. 

It was not a wholly irrational fear. Whillans was as tenacious as a terrier, 
and if he saw a chance for the top no doubt he would take it. But you cannot 
run a successful expedition with one hand tied behind your back. Scott was 
bitter about Kuen’s tactics: 

It became more and more apparent that the job was too big for him, and 
• that he was anyway approaching it in the wrong fashion. 

But it was also apparent that Kuen was to be pitied more than anything 
else, for it was obvious that Herrligkoffer had thrust him into his present 
position largely because he could be relied upon. This had been proven in 
the German courts on several occasions.' If only Kuen could have picked 
Don’s brains, and benefited from his experience . . . but how could he when 
his manner was awkward and cold, and when from the start he was 
suspicious of Don ? 9 

Camps I, II and III were established fairly rapidly despite a savage storm 
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which drove the climbers out of Camp 1 1 and caught Whillans - now recovered 
from his illness - in the Icefall as he moved up to Camp I. But for a chance 
shifting of the mist he might never have, seen the tent and perhaps would have 
been forced into a dangerous bivouac. 

After Camp III progress was slower, and it took six days to make the 
route to Camp IV. Kuen and his companions were beginning to tire, and 
sickness or injury took its toll. Breitenberger, for example, did not seem to be 
adapting to altitude very well and was clearly a sick man. His companions 
bullied him into continuing for a while, but eventually he had to retreat to 
base, where it later transpired he had pleurisy. Huber too retreated with an 
infected throat, and Haim was injured on the knee by a falling stone. Of the 
Big Four only Kuen remained active, but such was his suspicion of Whillans 
that he was not prepared to let him take over the lead. In the end he agreed 
that Schneider and the three British climbers could establish Camp IV, but 
only on the promise that they would go no further. 

At this point Herrligkoffer returned from Germany with the extra equip- 
ment for the Sherpas. Michel Anderl, Herrligkoffer’s fifty-seven-year-old 
deputy, sent a message to all the camps asking the'team to assemble at base to 
greet the leader. 

It was 1 May, the weather was excellent, and time was running out. To 
retire to Base Camp under such circumstances was putting social niceties 
before mountaineering practicalities. The vital task was to keep up some sort 
of momentum, to keep pushing forward the camps on the Face, if there was to 
be any chance of success. Whillans realized this and requested permission to 
stay up in the Cwm, pushing the route out to Camp V, but this was denied - 
he was ordered to come down like the rest. Whillans refused, and eventually 
the three British, along with Adi Sager, Adi Weissensteiner and a handful of 
Sherpas ignored the festiviues at Base Camp. 

If, on the face of it, Anderl’s action in calling everyone back to Base Camp 
seemed madness, there was some method in it. The Big Four were exhausted 
and ill, and needed a rest: Herrligkoffer’s return was a splendid excuse for a 
rest period. The fact that there were others who didn’t need a rest - and the 
British were not alone in this - appeared not to count. It was beginning to look 
as though nobody but Kuen was going to be allowed at the front. 

Having refused to descend to Base the Briush climbers worked at estab- 
lishing Camp V, using rope left behind by the Intemauonal Expediuon the 
year before. They cut platforms for two tents and dumped some loads of gear, 
but a shortage of porters (most of whom were at Base celebrating Herrlig- 
koffer’s return) prevented them from doing much more. 

The Briush trio spent ten days at Camp IV and this aroused the wrath of 
Herrligkoffer and Kuen, who accused them of using fifteen botdes of oxygen, 
as well as vital provisions. They had, said Kuen, grievously upset the plans for 
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Camp V and, intentionally or unintentionally, sabotaged it. In fact, the British 
climbers had used only four bottles of oxygen from the expedition’s stock - 
the rest were bottles that had been abandoned by the International Expedi- 
tion. 

On the 10th Kuen and Huber returned to the Cwm with a detailed plan of 
attack. Scott describes what it was: 

Huber and Kuen arrived at Camp 4, armed with a plan they had worked 
out at Base Camp. In effect it placed us in Camp 3, and Sherpas in Camp 4 
with Peter Perner or Adi Weissensteiner if the latter’s cough would allow it. 
Horst Schneider and Adi Sager were to go to Camp 5 and Kuen and Huber 
to 6. When all was ready two of us were to be allowed to join them at the 
front in an attack on the summit. But just how we could get enough oxygen 
and other equipment up there, to support four climbers, was not explained, 
and we grew suspicious. We had a feeling that we were being edged out 
again. So we worked out a compromise plan, which put us in support of the 
summit pair, with one other Austrian accompanying us in Camp 5. After 
Kuen and Huber had made their bid, we four of the support party would 
have a go. 

After some debate, this proposal was accepted and Kuen and Huber 
moved up to 5. Unfortunately, Schneider and Sager were not satisfied with 
the new arrangements and they went to persuade Kuen to revert to his 
original plan. The crunch came when Schneider and Sager returned from 
their mission. Schneider said, ‘You British are in trouble. Kuen says you 
must go down to Camp 3 or he will come down, call off the Sherpas and end 
the expedition.’ Next day we went down to Camp 2 and later to Base Camp. 
We had come to the end and reached the point where personality differences 
could no longer be ignored. Both Schneider and Sager refused to carry for 
Don. 10 

So the British were out of it, having done a' Mazeaud type withdrawal from 
the expedition, though with more justification than their French predecessor. 
All efforts at compromise had been rejected by Kuen, burdened as he was by a 
morbid fear of Whilians or a deep sense of inferiority. 

On 18 May a final assault was made on the Face by Kuen, Huber, Berger, 
Sager, Perner and Schneider. They v/ere helped considerably by the fixed 
ropes left by the International Expedition, and by the 21st Kuen, Huber, 
Sager and Schneider reached the site of Camp VI, where the four of them 
planned to spend the night in a single two-man tent. While their companions 
erected this, Kuen and Huber prospected the way ahead, re-discovering the 
easier by-pass route that Whilians had found and rejected the previous year. 

That night the weather broke and the temperature plummeted. By next 
morning there was ho improvement in conditions. Cramped into a tiny tent, 
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the Austrians had neither the facilities nor the reserves of stamina to sit out 
prolonged bad weather. There was nothing for it but to retreat: Herrlig- 
koffer’s expedition was over. 

The three years 1970-72 inclusive had given the British a distinct advantage 
when it came to climbing big mountain faces at high altitude. They had 
participated in the two international Everest attempts and had successfully 
climbed the South Face of Annapurna. A strong cadre of experienced climbers 
had emerged, all of whom knew each other well. Technically, on rock or ice, 
they were as skilful as any in the world, and much more accomplished than 
most. 

They included, of course, the men who joined the international Everest 
teams - the small, stocky, aggressive Whillans with his round face, old- 
fashioned haircut and flat Lancashire accent; the emaciated-looking, with- 
drawn and monosyllabic Scot, Haston, said to be the toughest interview 
assignment any reporter could get; the big, whiskered, rugby-playing giant, 
Scott; and the rangy, craggy Highlander, Maclnnes, who had an inordinate 
fondness for driving E-type Jaguars. In addition, from the Annapurna team 
came Nick Estcourt, Cambridge graduate and computer expert; Mike 
Thompson, a quiet-mannered anthropologist who had escaped from his Army 
commission by the simple expedient of standing for Parliament; Martin 
Boysen, a teacher; and a stocky little bespectacled film cameraman from 
Lancashire, Mick Burke. By and large they were the very epitome of Smythe’s 
‘horrid northern climbers’. 

Strangely enough they were not necessarily the best climbers in Britain - 
there were others who were as technically proficient — but they did have the 
sort of cohesiveness that comes from co-operative experience. Out of that sort 
of experience arises mutual respect and understanding - the sort of under- 
standing one finds among the forwards of a top soccer team, where knowledge 
of what the other fellow is going to do next plays a decisive role. 

The unquestioned leader of this talented group was Chris Bonington. Like 
Thompson, Bonington had been for a short while an Army officer, then a 
trainee manager with Unilever, before finally launching into a full-time career 
of mountain adventure. He had first come to the attention of the climbing 
world when at the age of nineteen he had made the first ascent of Raven Gully 
in Glencoe, an extremely difficult Scottish ice climb. He followed this with a 
series of technically difficult rock climbs and attempts on some of the hard 
Alpine routes that had not had previous British success, such as the Cima 
Grande Direct in the Dolomites and theBonatti Pillar of the Dru. He was with 
Whillans on the first ascent of the Freney Pillar - the climb that had so 
annoyed Mazeaud - but he came to the attention of a wider public when, with Ian 
Clough, he made the first British ascent of the notorious Eigerwand in 1962. 

Meanwhile, he had also participated in overseas expeditions, making the 
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first ascents of Annapurna II (26,041 ft) in 1960, Ntiptse (25,700 ft) in 1961, 
and the Central Tower of Paine in Patagonia (with Whillans) in 1963. By this 
time he had become a photo-journalist, which allowed him to take part in a 
number of exciting projects, not least of which was the first ascent of the Eiger 
Direct in 1966. Although not officially a member of the climbing team, his 
vivid photographic coverage of the dramatic events that took place brought 
him wide publicity. 

But Bonington found journalism too restricting: the role of observer, even 
an active one, he found irksome. He felt the need to participate to the full and 
to choose his own adventures. He decided to organize his own expedition and, 
almost by accident, chose as his goal the South Face of Annapurna, a 
tremendous face of avalanche-swept rock and snow in Nepal. 11 

The expedition gathered together many of his companions from previous 
adventures and was brilliantly successful. When Whillans and Haston reached 
the summit, Bonington’s expedition had overcome the most technically 
difficult climb ever attempted on one of the world’s highest peaks. 

Bonington himself did not reach the summit, but that hardly mattered, for 
at last he had found his true metier - as an expedition organizer of the first 
rank. He surprised even himself, for he had never thought that his talents lay 
in that direction; yet through hard work, shrewd calculation and, it must be 
said, the services of a good agent, he had launched and executed a brilliant 
climbing coup. The climb was filmed by Independent Television and followed 
up by the leader’s exciting lectures and fine book. 

Bonington’s meteoric rise to international fame was not accomplished 
without criticism.- There were those among the climbing fraternity who 
viewed with suspicion his embracing of the media, and one shudders to 
imagine what old Hinks would have said had he still been active. He was 
labelled as a wheeler-dealer and, in a savagely brilliant satire in the magazine 
Mountain, parodied as Cassius Bonafide, the conqueror of Annaplus. 12 

How much of this was envy and how much arose from a natural suspicion of 
the financial world that seems endemic- among climbers is hard to say. 
Bonington, who behind his confident exterior is a sensitive, even touchy 
person, was probably hurt, although he didn’t show it. He could afford to 
ignore such criticism: his climbing background was outstanding and his 
current ability obvious. 1 

In the next few years he was to strengthen his grip on the expedition scene 
and become a recognized figure in a way no mountaineer had done in Britain 
since Edward Whymper a century earlier. It was a different sort of recognition 
from that accorded to Hunt and Hillary - theirs had been a single, 
monumental, unrepeatable achievement for which they were duly recognized 
and honoured; Bonington’s was a high plateau of achievement: a string of 
adventures which kept him before the public eye. 
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The next two slots were held by an Italian millionaire called Guido 
Monzino. Monzino hoped to use the post-monsoon period of 1972 in a 
reconnaissance of the ordinary route (though one wonders why) preparatory to 
making a full-scale attempt in the spring of 1973, but early in 1972 rumours 
began to circulate that Monzino might be abandoning his project altogether. 
Hopeful candidates began to lobby in Kathmandu — especially for the plum 
pre-monsoon slot of 1973 — but to no avail. Monzino decided to retain his 
option on the 1973 slot. Bonington was offered the autumn slot of 1972. 

But having got it, what should he do with it? The South West Face was the 
obvious goal, of course, but the decision wasn’t that simple. In the first place 
Herrligkoffer’s team seemed to be settling down to their job and might well 
climb it, leaving any embryo expedition uncomfortably stranded. Then, too, 
autumn was the lucrative trekking season in Nepal and the best Sherpas would 
not be available. Finally, there was the weather. Nobody had climbed Everest 
in the post-monsoon period, and most of those who had tried were appalled by 
the high winds and increasingly low temperatures that heralded the approach 
of winter. 

Taking all these factors into account Bonington decided that an expedition 
> to the South West Face was too big' an undertaking to organize in the time 
available and that the only sensible plan would be to attempt Everest by the ordi- 
nary route, but using a modest, lightweight approach, which would be closer 
to the tradition of mountaineering than the massive expeditions of the past. 13 

But Herrligkoffer’s failure changed the whole situation. The esoteric 
charms of mountain puritanism faded before the harsh challenge of the 
unclimbed face. It was too strong a challenge to resist. 

Neverthless, Bonington found himself involved in a mental struggle. The 
. prize was once more on offer, but there were barely eight weeks in which to 
organize a full-scale expedition and raise the £60,000 he calculated it would 
cost. He had to make the commitment, then try to fund it. Nothing daunted, 
Bonington submerged himself in a frenzy of fund-raising - book rights, media 
rights, postcards and posters — until the project was financially secure, just one 
week before departure. It was an impressive performance - although it didn’t 
favourably impress everyone. McNaught Davis, himself no mean climber, 
took a cynical view of the whole effort: 

However, whilst its objectives (and the effort made) were to be ap- 
plauded, the means that had to be used to raise enough cash to achieve them 
seem questionable ... . 

Still there are ways of raising cash that we haven’t even started using yet. 
From the success of the professional footballer’s venture into pop records I 
can see the ‘Everest Squad’ backed by the Alpine Club Wind Ensemble 

and accompanied by the Namche Sherpas’ Choir singing their way to a 
golden disc . . . H 
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To which the answer is probably that George Greenfield, Bonington’s 
agent, hadn’t thought of it. 

The views.expressed by McNaught Davis found a ready echo among the 
mountaineering fraternity, with its built-in conservatism and inbred suspicion 
of anything financial. But Bonington’s success had been due at least in part to 
his ability to see exacdy what was required and to go for it, irrespective of his 
or anybody else’s romantic idealism. He knew that the South West Face 
would need a large expedition, superbly equipped, and that to pretend 
otherwise was'to avoid the issue. And large expeditions cost a lot of money — 
there simply has to be commercial backing. 

Bonington had already selected his team for the originally planned light- 
weight assault: Haston, Estcourt, Burke, Thompson, and Peter Steele, the 
doctor who had been on the International Expedition. These still formed the 
nucleus of the Face team, but it was strengthened by bringing in Scott and 
Maclnnes as extra lead climbers, Jimmy Roberts as Deputy Leader, and two 
support climbers, Graham Tiso, an Edinburgh equipment dealer, and Kelvin 
Kent, an Army officer. Unfortunately Thompson and Steele had to drop out 
at the last minute. They were replaced by Dave Bathgate, a Scottish climber, 
and Dr Barney Rosedale. 

There was one outstanding omission, Don Whillans. It was, perhaps, 
inevitable that between two such forceful personalities as Bonington and 
Whillans an uneasy relationship would develop. Both were strong-minded, 
opinionated leaders of men. On Everest, Bonington decided, there was room 
for only one leader - himself. In this he was supported by some of the team 
members who had been on Annapurna and had taken exception to Whillans: 
Haston and Burke in particular. 

It was all a calculated gamble, in which the stakes were high and the speed 
of play frighteningly swift, and it confirmed, if nothing else, Bonington’s 
coolness and nerve, and powers of organization. To assemble and finance a 
major expedition to attempt the hardest route on the highest mountain in the 
world in rather less than eight weeks requires a considerable degree of 
self-confidence! 

In a curious way the shortage of time may even have helped Bonington, by 
preventing the changes of. mind to which he is often prone. Before the 
expedition left Britain he was quite clear that he would attempt the Whillans 
route above Camp VI rather than try for the original line investigated by the 
- Japanese (and since ignored), as many people thought he should. He argued 
that he had neither the time nor the resources for exploration - it had to be an 
assault by the best-known route. The imponderables were in any case bad 
enough: the Icefall was reputed to be much worse in autumn than in spring, 
he himself had no previous experience of Everest, and - most important of all 
-rro one knew whether Everest was climbable in the post-monsoon period. 

The expedition established Base Camp on 14 September and began the job 
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of finding a way through the Icefall. The weather was good and they reached 
the Cwm on the 20th, but then the winds rose, the weather broke, and they 
were unable to make a further advance for ten days. Camp 2 - Advanced Base 
- was established on the 30th and two days later Estcourt and Bathgate 
reached the site of Camp 3. 

Now Scott and Burke took over, pushing up the Face towards the site of 
Camp 4, the work interrupted by snowstorms for days at a time and the length 
of daylight shortening as winter crept closer. It was bitterly cold, and the 
higher they climbed the more violent became the gusts of wind. Already most 
of the team hated the mountain and wanted nothing better than to climb it 
quickly and get away: a recurring theme in the Everest story, as cold, altitude, 
sickness and storms build up relentlessly and climbers awake to face, in 
Smythe’s words, ‘another bloody day’. 

On 12 October Haston and Maclnnes assumed the lead, building up 
Camp 4, then pushing on to make Camp 5. 

It is in the repetitive recounting of the now established system of camps on 
the South West Face of Everest that one is reminded most forcibly of the 
parallels with the pre-war attempts on the north side of the mountain. In both 
cases expedition after expedition went through the same ritual - a Base Camp 
was established, the North Col (or Icefall) was climbed, a series of camps was 
pushed forward until invariably it seemed, for whatever reason, the expedition 
ran out of steam. 

Everyone who took part had a valid, and often unforgettable, mountaineer- 
ing experience, yet, looked at as a whole, the expeditions resemble nothing so 
much as wars of attrition. 

The comparison should not be pressed too closely. Half a century brings a 
lot of changes even in mountain climbing, and the camps which Bonington’s 
team was laboriously pushing up the South West Face were quite unlike those 
that Mallory knew. The terrain was dissimilar, for one thing - a vast snow 
slope as against the ridge and the boiler-plate slabs of pre-war days - and the 
techniques were different too. Whillans Boxes replaced the old Meade tents, 
and there were hundreds of feet of fixed ropes, anchored to the snow by metal 
plates gruesomely known as ‘dead men’ so that porters and climbers could go 
up and down in a shuttle service with safety. 15 And the frequency of the Face 
expeditions was such that each camp site was littered with the bric-a-brac of 
previous expeditions - tent frames and platforms (often damaged), oxygen 
cylinders, spare rope: all the mountain excreta of our modem consumer 
technology . Allowed time, of course, the mountain would erase the lot. 

The expedition was going well, despite the occasional storms. Then, on 16 
October, winter arrived, and with it the winds. They came roaring down the 
great central gully, battering tents and climbers alike. Spindrift - powdered 
snow - was hurled about in swirling swathes which covered everything and 
hardened like concrete. 
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It was a curious, intermittent wind, which came in violent bursts of energy. 
Often the day would appear fine, with clear blue skies and the absolute silence 
that is such a feature of high mountains, when suddenly, with a noise like an 
express train, the wind would come roaring down the Face. At times it was an 
almost continuous succession of blows, at other times there were hopeful 
periods of stillness when it seemed the wind had finally subsided, then back it 
would come as violent as ever. 

For most of this period Bonington was trapped up at Camp 4, hoping to 
establish Camp 5. In his diary he wrote: 

The wind is the appalling enemy. It is mind-destroying, physically 
destroying, soul-destroying, and even existing in the tents, which I think 
are now pretty weathertight, it is still very, very hard. This will certainly be 
the most exacting test I have ever had to face, and 1 only hope it is one that 
the others will be able to face . . . 

Oh, the absolute lethargy of 24,600 ft. You want to pee and you lie there 
for a quarter of an hour making up your mind to look for your pee bottle. 
I’ve no appetite at all and it’s an effort to cook anything for yourself. I 
suspect it is high time I did go down for a short rest - I think if you try to 
stay up high the whole time, to conduct operations, you end up being 
ineffective in that you are just getting weaker and weaker, more and more 
lethargic. 16 

Camp 4 was particularly vulnerable to falling debris - ice and stones - 
loosened by the wind from the heights above. To guard against this some wire 
netting had been brought up to protect the roofs of the tents, but somehow it 
had never been put in place. The camp escaped, however, until the night of 25 
October when Estcourt and Bathgate had taken over Bonington’s lonely vigil. 
Half drugged with sleeping pills, the two men tried to shut out the noise of the 
incessant wind. In his diary Bathgate described what happened: 

An almighty crash: immediate wakening - everything covered in snow; 
the bottom end of the Whillans Box tom, the framework broken and 
sheared through; it must have been a good-sized rock that had hit us. This 
was taken in, in seconds. I remember Nick saying, ‘Well, there she goes.’ 
Both of us trying feverishly to think of what to do, though still half drugged 
with Mogadon and, anyway, at an altitude of 24,600 ft, constructive thought 
is difficult. 

Eventually Nick sat at the broken end of the box, holding it up with his 
head. I put boots on over duvet socks and crawled out to inspect the other 
box for possible habitation. It was pitch dark outside, and the beam of my 
torch hardly cut through the rushing particles of snow. Both boxes had rips 
or broken zips and were rapidly filling with snow. The temperature was 
25°C, and God knows what the strength of the wind was. The only thing I 
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could grab to help with repairs was a shovel, and spare piece of frame-work. 
The shovel helped to prop up the damaged corner. Everything was in chaos, 
but we managed to find some matches, a stove and brew materials — and 
then, ironically, there was a shortage of snow to melt in the cooking pot. 

We brewed for two and a half hours, and this raised the temperature in 
the box to an almost bearable level. Outside the wind was still whistling 
past, bringing with it a torrent of spindrift and rocks. At B a.m. we made 
radio contact with Camp 2, and Chris agreed that we should abandon Camp 
4. He asked whether we could transfer to one of the other boxes, but we told 
him that they also were damaged and were now part filled with snow. In 
addition, all our' gear was covered in spindrift and we could never have got it 
effectively dried out. 

By 11 a.m. we were ready to go. Down the ropes with numb hands and 
feet, a river of snow rushing past, ankle deep. During the big gusts it. was 
total white-out conditions, and if you could manage to open your eyes, you 
could see black objects rush past. At one point Nick tried to warn me of 
stone fall. Dozens of rocks, anything from the size of golf balls to that of 
footballs, whizzed past our ears. We were very lucky not to be hit. 

. Eventually we got round the rock buttress, to the relative safety of Camp 
3, and Graham was waiting for us with gallons of hot drinks. He seemed 
- quite happy at 3 where it was sheltered from the full force of the storm. We 
left him and clipped on the fixed ropes once again; visibility averaging fifty 
feet, arrived down at the Bergschrund safely, and traversed the slope before 
walking blind for a while. Began to wonder about our chances of finding 
Camp 2, and chances of survival if we didn’t. Then suddenly, during a clear 
spell, we saw people coming towards us, Barney, Chris and two Sherpas. 
Our gratitude was indescribable. The Sherpas took over our bags. Every- 
thing was laid on at Camp 2. 17 

By the end of October the weather had dealt severely with the expedition: 
Camp 5 had not been established properly, Camp 4 was damaged. Camp 1 was 
practically buried in snow, and communication between the Cwm and Base 
Camp had been broken. Furthermore because of contingencies caused by the 
weather, the lead climbing teams were out of phase and there were heated 
arguments about who would have the lead when they reached the Rock Band. 

This of course was the crux of the climb, one of the two plum leads on the 
Face, the other being the final summit dash. Up to the foot of the Rock Band 
it was all hard work and no glory, without even personal climbing satisfaction. 

It was the Rock Band and the summit dash that counted most in the climbers’ 
minds. „ 

The fact that there was an argument at all shows that the expedition was still 
full of hope. Despite the winds and the onset of winter they still expected to 
climb the mountain and during the next fortnight re-occupied the camps on 
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the Face. Bonington, with the Sherpa Ang Phu, made carries up to the site of 
Camp 6 at 27,300 ft, and on 14 November Maclnncs, Haston, Scott and Burke 
carried from Camp 5 to Camp 6 in the hope of establishing the camp. 
Maclnncs and Haston had planned to spend the night there, then attempt the 
Rock Band next day, but the wind was too strong and the cold too intense 
even to contemplate setting up a tent. Maclnncs turned back with a faulty 
oxygen set. Haston described how the others struggled on: 

The wind - always the wind, was viciously asserting its authority. This 
was no silent journey up a crisp snowfield in the pure high air. I had visions 
of storms on old trans-Atlantic cutters. The constant banging in your ears 
would suddenly be intensified with a huge crack, as an extra gust smashed 
over the West Ridge and pulled at the figures on the ropes. This cracking 
was at least a warning. The axe was banged in and you crouched and held 
on. Once I was toppling on a long, loose section of fixed rope and went 
twanging down onto my Jumars. Doug told me later that at one point he 
was caught unprepared, picked up and thrown for a few feet, before 
clattering onto the ever elastic fixed ropes. I continued quickly, with a mind 
going almost as quickly as the wind, I had experienced many bad storms, 
many high winds, but this was a new dimension of wind speed, and it was 
basically fine weather! The sky, when you could see it through the spindrift, 
was blue. 18 

And when they reached the foot of the Rock Band, where Camp 6 was 
supposed to be sited, they could see that it was all in vain. Even if they had 
managed to establish the Camp, they would never have been able to climb die 
Rock Band. The chimney line that Whilians and Haston had discovered in 
1971 turned out to be a false goal. The weather had stripped it of the snow and 
ice which had made it such a tempting proposition and it lay revealed as steep, 
difficult rock climbing - too difficult for an altitude of 28,000 ft and much too 
difficult for an Everest winter. 

The attempt was over. 

Ironically, as the expedition withdrew from the mountain there occurred 
one of those tragedies which fate seems to deal so cruelly and unfairly from the 
pack. A young climber called Tony Tighe, who was an acquaintance of some 
of the team, had made his way to Base Camp and helped out there by doing 
various chores, including looking after the radio. As the team withdrew Tighe 
took the opportunity to climb the Icefall in order to see die Western Cwm, a 
seemingly safe trip along a well-marked route, which at that moment was busy 
with Sherpas. Tragically, he was never seen again, and it is certain that he was 
killed by a collapse of ice that occurred near the point at which he was last seen 
alive. 

If Bonington’s expedition had failed in its objeedve, it had at least added 
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immeasurably to the depth of Everest experience amongst British climbers. A 
number of ‘new boys’ had been ‘blooded’, not least Bonington himself. 

A year later a huge team sponsored by the Japanese Rock Climbing Club 
arrived at Everest. The leader was Michio Yuasa, and there were no fewer 
than forty-eight climbers and thirty-three Sherpas, divided into various 
groups. It seemed to embody all the old faults — it w’as too big and had too 
many objectives. And, of course, it was post-monsoon. 

Incredibly, the South West Face team ignored the experience gained by 
Bonington and headed once again for the Whillans-Haston chimney at the 
right-hand end of the Rock Band. A severe storm damaged their Camps 4 and 
5, but eventually they did reach the Rock Band before more bad weather 
forced them to abandon the attempt. 

Their companions, however, were having better luck on the ordinary route. 
On 26 October, Yasuo Kato, a student, and Hisahi Ishiguro, a clerk, set out 
from the South Col and reached the summit of Everest at 4.30 p.m. Their 
elation at success, however, was tempered by the thoughts of descent: their 
oxygen had run out and they were suffering from frostbite. As they stumbled 
down the ridge, slowly and painfully, darkness overtook them and forced 
them into an involuntary bivouac. They had no sleeping bags, food or drink, 
and all they could do was crouch under the shelter of a rock and pummel each 
other to keep warm. Next morning, suffering from exposure, half blinded and 
maimed, they managed to stagger back to camp. 

It was one of the most important climbs in the history of the mountain. It 
was the first time Everest had been climbed in the post-monsoon period, thus 
removing forever the doubt whether such a feat was possible; it was the first 
time the summit had been reached direct from the South Col without an 
intermediate camp on the ridge; it had demonstrated that it was possible to 
function on the summit and descend the ridge without oxygen; and it had 
shown that a high bivouac, even in the colder autumn period, was not 
necessarily fatal. All these reassuring factors were to prove of immense 
psychological value to later expeditions. 

The battering which the British team had experienced on the South West 
Face in the autumn of 1972, in the merciless roar of the winter winds, had 
completely shaken their faith in the post-monsoon period. Nobody had really 
expected winds of such ferocity, and when Bonington returned home he told 
his friends ‘Never again!’ 

But never is a long time. ‘You’ve got to remember that we were justifying 
the actions we had taken in turning back, to some degree - and the easy way 
out when you come down is to say it is almost impossible at this time of year,’ 
Bonington said later. 19 When the Japanese showed that Everest could be 
climbed m the autumn the psychological barrier was weakened. Nevertheless 
Bonington remained convinced that any success on the Face would have to 
come during the warmer, calmer, pre-monsoon period. 
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The problem was that the pre-monsoon seasons were booked up for years 
ahead by expeditions which were expected to have the ordinary route as their 
objective. Only by joining one of these ventures could Bonington have any 
chance at a spring attempt; and that would mean an international expedition 
with split objectives and divided loyalties. Recent experience had shown that 
this was not a good way of doing things! 

However, there was one faint hope. In the spring of 1976 the British Army 
was booked for an attempt on the ordinary route, and Bonington felt there 
might be a better chance of co-operation there, especially since, during his 
time as an Army officer, he had been a founder member of the Army 
Mountaineering Association, under whose auspices the expedition was to take 
place. But the Army’s plans were already well advanced and, furthermore, the 
incursion into their ranks of a team of civilian ‘star’ climbers would inevitably 
detract from the expedition’s military identity. There would be considerable 
publicity, but it yvould be concentrated on Bonington’s team, and the Army 
might find itself relegated in the eyes of the media to being little more than a 
vehicle from which Bonington could operate. Major General Brockbank, 
Chairman of the A.M.A., turned the idea down. 

Early in December 1973 Bonington learned that the Canadians had 
withdrawn their application for the post-monsoon period of 1975 and there 
was a chance that he might get it if he applied. It put him in a quandary. 
Convinced there was no chance of climbing the South West Face during this 
period, he had to decide whether it was worth going at all. But the pull of 
Everest is strong, no matter what the chances of success might be, and so, 
after several days of wrestling with his conscience, Bonington decided to go. 
He revived his original idea of a lightweight attempt on the South East Ridge. 

Permission came through in April 1974 while Bonington, Scott and Haston 
were in Delhi, on their way to climb Changabang, a peak in the Garhwal 
Himalaya. Faced with this fresh reality, misgivings welled up again, fed by 
Scott and Haston. Scott pointed out that the South West Face was the real 
challenge of Everest, any other being secondary. A lightweight attempt on the 
mountain was a fine idea, in accordance with current trends - but suppose 
they got into the Western Cwm and discovered ideal conditions for an attempt 
on the Face? They would not have the resources to tackle it and would feel 
frustrated, cheated even. 

These arguments weighed strongly with Bonington. There is little doubt 
that from that day the objective would be the South West Face, yet he 
prevaricated, insisting that first they must find a single sponsor to cover the 
costs. Even though he had over a year in hand this time, the thought of having 
to chase sponsors and organize a major expedition was too much. And of 
course, it was this that had helped to ruin the original Dyhrenfurth venture. 

By the time he returned to England - after successfully climbing Changa- 
bang - Bonington had mapped out his general strategy for a post-monsoon 
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attempt on the Face. Two factors were of overwhelming importance. First, for 
any hope of success they had to avoid the onset of the winter winds, which 
meant going early, approaching the mountain at the tail end of the monsoon. 
The Japanese had done this, arriving at Base Camp on 25 August, and had 
succeeded in climbing the South East Ridge. Second, there had to be a fresh 
approach to the problem of the Rock Band, because the Whillans Chimney 
seemed extremely difficult and didn’t really lead to the best part of the Face 
for continuing the climb - it tended to push one over rightwards, towards the 
South East Ridge. In addition, it would have meant establishing a Camp 7, 
and that would make the logistics very difficult indeed. Over the years, these 
problems had become increasingly obvious. 

On top of this there was the need for a rapid ascent, and if they were to beat 
both the Rock Band and the autumnal gales a smooth build-up would be 
required, with adequate reserves of men and material. 

Bonington reckoned that all this would cost £100,000. The question was 
who would be willing to put up that sort of money for a mountaineering 
expedition? And a risky expedition at that - for five previous attempts on the 
Face had failed. 

The answer was - Barclays Bank International. Both Bonington and his 
agent, George Greenfield, had a mutual friend in Alan Tritton, a director of 
the bank, and they succeeded in interesting him in the expedition; he in turn 
persuaded his Chairman and board members to agree to providing the finance. 
In fact, Barclays went one better - they agreed to underwrite the expedition no 
matter what the cost, thus completely relieving Bonington of any worries 
about inflation or financial shortfall. It was an expedition organizer’s dream 
come true. 

Not everybody saw it in the same light. Angry customers wrote to the bank 
demanding an explanation, and there was even a question in the House from a 
Labour M.P. They wanted to know what the justification was for spending 
this huge sum of money on such an ephemeral and socially useless thing as a 
mountaineering expedition. 

Had they known that £100,000 was a serious underestimation and that the 
final cost was to be £130,000, no doubt they would have been even more irate, 
although their anger was based on a complete misconception of the money’s 
origin. It came from the bank’s advertising account, and the only people who 
stood to lose anything were the advertising agents who might otherwise have 
got the business. The people taking the risk were the board - and the risk they 
took was whether they were going to get value for money in terms of publicity. 
It eventually proved to be a golden gamble: because the bank owned various 
media rights (including Bonington’s best-selling book) they not only received 
tremendous publicity, but actually recouped their outlay as well. 20 

Two other points are worth considering. First, in view of the objective it 
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wasn’t all that large a sum in the context of sport sponsorship. It costs a lot 
more, say, to enter a yacht for a round-the-world race, or sponsor a major golf 
or tennis championship, but mountain climbing is a Cinderella sport when it 
comes to money. Ironically, so far as the British are concerned, it is the one 
sport in which they have had consistent success since the war and in which 
they are second to none. 

The critics really hadn’t thought it through. How can you measure in terms 
of cash the national euphoria engendered by, say, the successful Everest 
ascent of 1953, made when the country was still recovering from the war and 
in even worse financial straits than it was in 1975? After it was all over, 
Bonington said: 

... if we said these are stringent times - which was one of the criticisms 
which was made — therefore, it is a waste of money to go off on 
mountaineering expeditions and therefore, in parallel really, it is a waste of 
money to do absolutely anything which isn’t tied up with the direct 
productivity of the country, then what an appalling, boring, dreary country 
we should have, and if we had such a boring, dreary country we should be 
deeper in the mire than we already are. 21 

The climbing world itself was not mute. Some critics merely echoed the 
sentiment that £100,000 was too much to spend on a single expedition and that 
the money would have been better disbursed among a number of lightweight 
expeditions with less prestigious objectives - failing to understand that in such 
circumstances the money would not have been forthcoming at all. Others, no 
doubt bored by the repeated failures and the media coverage which the Face 
had received, dismissed the route as an ugly one of no consequence, a 
subjective assessment which only history can confirm; while some criticized 
Bonington because he seemed to favour a tightly knit little group which 
excluded some equally good climbers - though in fact only eight out of the 
final eighteen members were close acquaintances. All the conservatism which 
is so rampant in climbing rebelled against the giant publicity machine that the 
South West Face invariably provoked, and it was this more than anything else 
which was the cause of the criticism. Bonington had more than the Face to 
climb: old Cassius Bonafide would be hacked to death by vitriol-dipped quills 
if he didn’t get this one right! 

Bonington laid his plans carefully, unhampered by financial constraints and 
with sufficient time in hand to do a much more thorough job than had been 
possible in 1972. Men, food and materials were fitted into a logistical pyramid 
the apex of which was to be two men sitting in a lonely tent - placed in the 
right spot at the right time - ready for the final summit dash. It was an exercise 
in a vast yet precise upwards funnelling of resources - and it was perhaps a 
sign of the times that it was done with the aid of a computer. It was probably 
the most meticulous preparation of any Everest expedition since Hunt’s. 
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In order to achieve the speedy ascent he thought essential, Bonington 
reckoned on expanding his team to eighteen front-line members - that is, 
those who were to be actually engaged in the climb, either as lead climbers or 
in support roles. 

The core of these came from the 1972 expedition and the Annapurna 
expedition: forty-four-year-old Hamish Maclnnes (who became Deputy Lead- 
er), the inaugurator of the madcap Creagh Dhu expedition to Everest 
twenty-two years earlier, who had twice been on the South West Face, Dougal 
Haston, Doug Scott, Mick Burke, Nick Estcourt, Martin Boyson and Mike 
Thompson. Only the last two had not been on the Face before. 

Newcomers to the team were Paul Braithwaite, a twenty-eight-year-old 
interior decorator from Oldham who looked like a character from Dr Zhivago, 
had an impressive Alpine record, and was invariably known as Tut; Allen 
Fyffe, also twenty-eight, was a Scot, a bald, broad shouldered man who had 
also done some outstanding Alpine routes, and was a climbing instructor; 
Ronnie Richards, twenty-nine, a bespectacled chemist from the Lake District 
who had climbed the West Ridge of Pic Lenin in the Pamirs the previous year; 
and Dave Clarke, thirty-seven, who was the owner of an equipment shop in 
Leeds - sandy haired, solid and no-nonsense. Barclays Bank (who have their 
own climbing club) nominated Mike Rhodes, twenty-seven-ycar-old clerk 
from Bradford. Youngest of them all was Peter Boardman, twenty-four years 
old and the National Officer of the British Mountaineering Council: broad- 
shouldered and genial, he had already acquired a considerable reputation for 
accomplishing big climbs. 

The two doctors were Charles Clarke and Jim Duff, both experienced 
mountaineers, and to complete the team there was Adrian Gordon, a fluent 
Nepali speaker who lived in Kathmandu, who was to look after Advanced 
Base Camp, and Mike Cheney, Base Camp Manager, a small, sharp-featured ' 
man who \vas deeply involved in the trekking business and was acquiring the 
mantle of Jimmy Roberts as a Nepali expert. 

Behind them there was a considerable support team: the Sherpa corps of 
thirty-three high-altitude Sherpas led by their sirdar, the twenty-seven-year- 
old Pertemba, who came from Khumjung, and twenty-six Icefall porters 
under Phurkipa, whose job it was to keep the route into the Cwm open and see 
that the supplies got through. There were more Sherpas to do the cooking and 
general chores. 

In addition there was a four-man B.B.C. TV team, a Sunday Times reporter, 
a liaison officer (each with their Sherpas) and, working from England at the 
outset of the expedition, Bob Stoodley and his drivers, whose job was to 
transport all the equipment to Kathmandu in two sixteen-ton vans. 

And right at the base of the organizational pyramid was a small army of 
secretaries, media men and general helpers to ensure that everything was 
■ co-ordinated both on and off the mountaih. 


447 



Chapter 18 

This was the extent of the manpower that Bonington had to influence and 
control. ‘Perhaps I am a frustrated Field-Marshal,’ he wryly commented. 

Naturally enough, the gear and food were the best available and in ample 
quantities. The tents in particular were given thorough attention in view of the 
previous disastrous experience, when much of the tentage had been wrecked 
by gales. Maclnnes was given the job of redesigning them, and produced a 
strengthened box for the lower Face camps and a more compact ‘assault box 
for Camp 6, which Bonington confidently expected to be placed above the 
Rock Band. Bullet-proof mesh to deflect stonefall was provided for the roofs 
of the lower boxes. 22 

With sufficient men and materials under his command it only remained for 
Bonington’s judgement on timing and the route to be followed to be borne out 
in practice. If he got those wrong, then no amount of skill and determination, 
no vast quantities of superlative gear, would be of any avail. A degree of luck 
was needed as well, for mountaineering is essentially a gamble, and the winner 
is the one who correctly calculates the odds. 

And the odds were not reckoned great, even amongst the team members. 
Fifty-fifty was the optimistic view — the pessimists were quoting ten to one 
against. 

Influenced by the experience of the Japanese, Bonington planned to be at 
Base Camp ready to begin the climb by the end of the third week in August. 
Normally this would have meant transporting tons of material over the long 
trek from Kathmandu during the height of the monsoon, which was a far from 
pleasant prospect, but Bonington hit upon the idea of sending the gear out 
before the monsoon and storing it in one of the Sherpas’ houses at-Khunde, a 
village near Namche Bazar, and only four or five marches from Base Camp.' 
Two somewhat overloaded trucks left Barclays city headquarters (sped on 
their way by a farewell cocktail party) on 9 April and arrived in Kathmandu on 
3 May. From there the gear was air-lifted to Lukla airstrip, a tilled grass field 
perched on an Alpine shoulder over the gorge of the Dudh Kosi, and portered 
from there to Khunde. It was safely established in its monsoon storage by 
10 June. 

Meanwhile, the route to be followed on the Face had been discussed and 
analysed by the climbers. It eschewed the rightwards traverse that led to the 
Whillans Chimney and concentrated instead on a deep gully to the left of the 
great central couloir. This was the area which had first attracted the Japanese 
when they pioneered the Face, but it had since been unaccountably neglected. 
Bonington and Scott had observed the gully during their previous outing and 
felt that it held promise. 

If the gully led them through the Rock Band, as they hoped, they would 
find themselves at the left-hand extremity of the curious snowy shelf which is 
such a prominent feature of the upper Face. Here they planned to establish 
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Camp 6. To reach the summit from there would mean traversing right across 
the shelf, then climbing a gully to the summit ridge and following the ridge, 
over the Hillary Step, to the top. It would be a long, long day, with a more 
than likely chance of an enforced bivouac on the return. But the Japanese had 
shown such a bivouac to be feasible, and the risk had to be accepted. 

Base Camp was established on 22 August. Already the weather signs were 
favourable, for during the walk-in - despite the season - they had been blessed 
with fine mornings, and rain only in the afternoons. Estcourt and Haston, who 
had gone ahead of the main parties, were already at work on the Icefall, which 
proved to be in a rather better condition than on the previous occasion. 

In five days they were through the Icefall and two days later Camp 1 was 
established. The monsoon was not really at an end and there was still much 
soft snow around, with frightening avalanches roaring off Lhotse and Nuptse. 
It was conditions such as these that had destroyed a French expedition to the 
West Ridge the previous autumn, and Bonington was concerned about 
making a premature entry into the Western Cwm with the risk of being hit by 
an avalanche. Nevertheless by 2 September Camp 2 (Advanced Base) was 
established in the Cwm at 21,700 ft. 

There had been some discussion as to how to tackle the lower slopes of the 
Face - the great central couloir. Haston and Scott had discovered what they 
believed to be a new and more direct line sloping up to the couloir from the 
left, with rocky outcrops beneath which camps could be sheltered, but in the 
end Bonington decided it would be preferable to follow the established route, 
which kept just to the right of the couloir and out of the main avalanche 
danger.' 

There was, however, a change in the disposition of the camps. Camp 3 
occupied its traditional site at 23,000 ft, but Camp 4, which had been a very 
exposed camp sited in the heart of the big couloir, was pulled back almost a 
thousand feet to 23,700 ft and a more sheltered position, and Camp 5, 
previously sited at 26,000 ft, was lowered to 25,500 ft. Tactically the new sites 
were an improvement - the long, exhausting carry from Camps 3 to 4 was much 
reduced , and Camp 5 was in a better position for attacking the left-hand side of 
the Rock Band. 

Things were going remarkably well. The weather was good, supplies were 
flowing and tensions amongst the lead climbers, though always near the 
surface, were not breaking through. Bonington himself spent much of this 
period at Advanced Base: the frustrated Field-Marshal now in full battle com- 
mand, disposing of his troops. Later he analysed his command philosophy: 

I try to be as democratic as I possibly can and in this was very aware of 
what the other members of the team felt. Whenever I possibly could I would 
consult and discuss how we were going to do it. 
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I think in a strong expedition and a large expedition it must come back to 
one person, the leader, in the final analysis to make a decision. If you don t 
do that I don’t think you are doing the job as the leader, but at the same 
time you can do this in an easy-going, relaxed kind of way. I think we 
succeeded in being democratic in the sense that as far as possible people 
were consulted right the w'ay through the expedition and could also make 
their voices heard and known, but someone has got to make a decision in the 
end and I made it. 23 

Back at Base Camp, Dr Charles Clarke viewed his leader - and others- with 
a shrewd eye. 

Chris is in a state of hypermania at Camp 2 in the Western Cwm, drawing 
charts of stores, oxygen, men, being uncontrollably effusive down the radio 
and Mick has christened him the ‘Mad Mahdi’. He is desperate that the 
master plan unfolds smoothly and above all that the route from Base to 
Camp 2 is safe, for it is here that the Sherpas go alone and much can go 
wrong. 

He really is a great leader in spite of all the criticism levelled at him. 
Nobody else has the personality to command us and deep down we respect 
him. I have a very good relationship with him particularly as I, thank God, 
am not in the raffle - i.e. the great decision of who goes to the top. This 
sadly alienates him from most of the lead climbers. Even a little is enough 
and it’s just beginning to show itself. No splits, no factions, no nastiness, 
but it’s all there in their hearts.? 4 

By the time Maclnnes, Boysen and Boardman occupied Camp 4 on 11 
September, the expedition was well ahead of the schedule Bonington had set. 
Six days later the leader, with Richards, established Camp 5 at 25,500 ft and 
they were joined there next day by Scott and Burke. Progress was almost 
unbelievably smooth and swift. Bonington, Scott and Richards ran out fixed 
rope from Camp 5 to the Rock Band, while Estcourt and Braithwaite moved 
up in support. The very next day the assault on the Rock Band started. 

Moving across the ropes fixed by their companions on the previous day, 
Estcourt and Braithwaite approached the dark gully which they hoped might 
prove the key to the ascent. When they reached the end of the ropes Tut 
Braithwaite won the ‘toss’ to decide who should lead in the unknown territory 
ahead and soon found himself clambering over awkward sloping rocks to the 
gully entrance. Estcourt followed, and behind them in support came Boning- 
ton and Burke. 

The gully was a dark and narrow slit cleaving through the Rock Band. It 
had a good snow bed which gave a. firm grip for their crampons, and 
Braifliwaite and Estcourt alternated leads, taking in their stride a snow- 
covered boulder that blocked the chasm at one point. The rock was not too 
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good for pitons and there were no natural anchors, but the standard of 
climbing was not technically difficult — ‘about Scottish Grade III’ was how 
Estcourt described it. ‘Scottish'Grade III at 27,000 ft isn’t something to be 
taken lightly,’ commented Bonington. 25 

-Estcourt wasn’t taking it lightly at all. His oxygen ran out and he climbed 
on without it, feeling ‘like a hundred and five year old war veteran’. And, as 
they neared the head of the gully, Braithwaite’s oxygen also ran out: 

I don’t think I shall ever forget the feeling of suffocation as I ripped the 
mask away from my face. I was on the brink of falling, beginning to panic, 
felt a warm trickle run down my leg. God, what’s happening? Scrabbled up 
the rock arete until at last I reached some firm snow. I collapsed 
exhausted. 26 

Had he fallen off he would have bounced two hundred feet down the gully 
and almost certainly been killed. 

Braithwaite had halted just below a ramp, which sloped off to the right and 
seemed to lead to the upper icefield above the Rock Band. Estcourt joined 
him, then pushed on to tackle the ramp. It was easy at first but then it became 
a precarious struggle: the ramp was narrow, sloped outwards and was largely 
composed of rubble cemented together by ice. It was overhung by a steep wall 
which thrust out at the encumbered climbers. 

Estcourt clawed his way forward, desperately striving to keep his balance, 
while his companion watched anxiously. He managed to knock a shaky piton 
into a crack, pulled on it cautiously and, digging desperately into the snow, 
snatched at another hold. He knew he just had to keep going: no stopping, no 
turning back, for to try either would be fatal. After a further twenty feet he 
reached a good crack, banged home a secure piton, and heaved a sigh of relief. 
‘Given the conditions it was the hardest pitch I’ve ever led,’ he said. 27 

And as they had hoped, the ramp led to the upper icefield. Nick Estcourt 
and Tut Braithwaite had solved the problem of the Rock Band. 

Bonington now had to give serious thought to the summit attempt. Initially 
he had envisaged only one attempt, and though he would not commit himself 
on who the summit pair would be, it was widely expected to be Hasten and 
Scott. Such had been the progress of the expedition, however, that there was 
time in hand for a second and even third summit attempt. The problem was 
that, whereas the first attempt by Haston and Scott was more or less tacitly 
accepted by the team, there were lots of anxious contenders for the subsequent 
placings. Whatever Bonington’s choice, somebody was going to be dis- 
appointed. 

He had promised to give the Sherpas a place in any subsequent summit 
attempts after the first, but by juggling the logistics a bit he could make these 
ascents with four-man rather than two-man teams. His final decision was that 
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the second attempt would be made by Burke, Boysen, Boardman and the 
Sherpa sirdar, Pertemka and the third attempt by Estcourt, Braithwaitc, Ang 
Phurba and himself. 

He placed himself ahead of other contenders, justifying it on the grounds o 
experience and fitness, but in reality it was that old Everest syndrome at work 
again — ‘the glittering prize’ — which had tempted earlier leaders like Hunt and 
Dyhrenfurth. Bonington perhaps had more justification, but was that enough? 
Charles Clarke, the team doctor, thought not. By the time any third attempt 
took place, Bonington would have been at Camp 5 for almost two weeks - far 
too long for anybody to stay at 25,500ft. Other problems were pressing too, 
lower down the mountain, so reluctantly Bonington gave up his place to 
Ronnie Richards. 

The announcement of the summit parties was met with varying degrees of 
. disappointment by those who might have expected a chance and didn’t get 
one, none more so than Hamish Maclnnes, who had had such a long and close 
association with attempts on the Face and was Bonington’s second-in- 
command. But Maclnnes had had a close shave with a powder snow avalanche 
which had swept over him, filling his lungs with icy particles, and he was 
really too ill for a summit attempt. Nevertheless, it is hard to watch a lifetime 
ambition slipping by, so he left the expedition quietly, to return home. 

On 22 September Haston and Scott established Camp 6 on a small snow 
ridge just beyond the exit from the gully. Next day they ran out 1 ,500 ft of 
fixed rope across the upper snowfield towards a snowy gully that led up to the 
distant ridge. It proved nervy work, with inadequate anchors, and in the 
early section of the traverse there was an awkward rock step which required 
five pitons to overcome. There was no accommodating ice into which crampon 
claws could bite: only soft snow overlying shaly, downward-sloping rock. 
Long before the exit gully was reached the rope ran out, so they anchored its 
end and returned to Camp 6. 

The climbers were pleased with their hard day’s work - particularly as it 
had not seemed to exhaust them unduly, which gave them added confidence in 
their own strength and ability. Next morning at 2.30 a.m. they prepared for 
their summit bid. Haston wore his bulky duvet suit but Scott, preferring 
greater freedom of movement, wore only his windproofs. Realizing they might 
have to make a forced bivouac, they also packed a tent-sack and a stove. Each 
had two oxygen cylinders, various pitons, personal gear and between them 
three 50-m. ropes. There was no room in their sacks for sleeping bags. 

At 3.30 a.m., while it was still dark, they set out on their great adventure. 
By the time dawn tipped the surrounding ridges they had reached the end of 
the fixed rope and were embarked on virgin territory, leading into the gully, 
below the South Summit. Suddenly Haston stopped, fighting for breath. A 
quick investigation showed that there was plenty of oxygen left in his cylinder 
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and therefore it must be the set which was malfunctioning. Only by partially 
dismantling the apparatus did they discover that a lump of ice had formed in 
the junction of the mouthpiece tube. They prised it out with a knife, 
reassembled the set and continued on their way. Had it been a more serious 
fault their attempt would have been finished, as the repairs took over an hour 
to complete. 

Scott tackled a steep rock step in the gully and brought up his companion. 
Ahead there seemed two possible alternative routes - directly up a gully to the 
Hillary Step, or more or less straight up towards the South Summit. They 
decided to go straight up, and immediately ran into waist-deep powder snow 
of the most tiring, frustrating kind. With Haston in the lead they floundered 
upwards, thrashing the snow and gaining a couple of feet every few minutes. 
Although the angle was 60° and the snow in classic avalanche condition there 
was no hope of belays. Scott was hard behind his leader, sometimes pushing 
him in the small of the back to prevent him sliding down and losing what litde 
he had gained.. 

They stepped onto the South Summit at 3 p.m. The climb had taken them 
eleven and a half hours. 

Now they were on ground made familiar by books and photographs. The 
ridge between the South Summit and the top of Everest undulated away 
towards the Hillary Step and the goal of their ambition, for although they had 
climbed the Face, the ascent could not be counted as complete unless they 
reached the summit of the mountain. However, it was already late in the day, 
and the snow on the ridge promised to be litde better than the awful powder 
snow in the gully. Should they bivouac and tackle the ridge early next 
morning, when the night temperatures might have hardened the snow? It was 
. a tempting idea, and while they considered it Scott put on a brew and Haston 
dug a bivouac snow-hole. 

But it is hard to have a prize within one’s grasp and not reach out for it 
immediately. Supposing the weather changed before morning? There might 
be disadvantages as well as advantages in waiting. Tentatively, Haston moved 
off along the ridge and found conditions not perfect, but acceptable, and that 
was stimulus enough. 

The Hillary Step was banked up with steep, soft snow and as Haston 
clambered up it Scott had a growing feeling of elation: * . . . it gradually 
dawned on me that we were going to reach the summit of Big E’. 28 

At 6 p.m.-, side by side, Scott and Haston stepped onto the summit of 
Everest. The South West Face had been climbed. 

On the top they found a tripod, five feet liigh, with a bunch of red ribbons 
fluttering from it - proof positive that the Chinese had indeed made the ascent 
they claimed in the spring. Scott stood in front of it and handed his camera to 
Haston. ‘Here you are, youth,’ he said. ‘Take a snap for my mother.’ 2 '’ 
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The two men were in a precarious situation. They were on the roof of the 
world, with night fast approaching. Analysing the situation they reckoned 
they could get back to the South Summit in the gloaming, and, if the moon 
came out, possibly all the way back to Camp 6. I he going would be firmer 
than it was on the ascent — already the snow was hardening as night 
approached. 

They set off back along the ridge, abseiled down the Hillary Step and 
reached the South Summit. The expected moonlight did not materialize and a 
tentative exploration of the descent gully convinced them that it would be too 
risky to try returning to Camp 6. There was nothing for it but to bivouac on 
the South Summit at a height of 28,750 ft - the highest bivouac ever 
undertaken. 

They enlarged the snow cave that they had begun earlier in the day until by 
about 9 p.m. it was large enough for them to crawl into and lie down out of the 
wind. Their oxygen was exhausted and before long the fuel in their little stove 
was used up too. The cold gnawed into their bones. 

Scott, lacking his duvet suit, hacked away at the cave for much of the night 
in an effort to keep warm, but without the life-giving oxygen nothing eased 
the appalling coldness. 

‘There was no escaping the cold,’ Haston wrote. ‘Every position was tried. 
Holding together, feet in each other’s armpits, rubbing, moving around the 
hole constantly, exercising arms. Just no way to catch a vestige of warmth.’ 30 

They began to hallucinate under the stress. Scott wrote, ‘Our minds started 
to wander with the stress and the lack of sleep and oxygen. Dougal quite 
clearly spoke out to Dave Clarke. He had quite a long and involved 
conversation with him. I found myself talking to my feet.’ 31 . 

‘I don’t think anything we did or said that night was rational or planned,’ . 
Haston wrote. ‘Suffering from lack of oxygen, cold, tiredness but with a 
terrible will to get through the night all our survival instincts came right up 
front. These and our wills saw the night to a successful end.’ 32 

And with the first light they began their descent, moving cautiously at first, 
aware of the dangers brought on by tiredness and oxygen deficiency. Yet the 
warmth of movement was itself a pleasure. When at 9 a.m. they stumbled inn/ 
Camp 6 they were not only safe, but sound. They had not slept or eaten for 
thirty hours, they had survived the highest bivouac, ever made - and without 
oxygen - and they were not even frostbitten. 

That same day, 25 September, the second assault team of Boysen, 
Boardman, Burke and Pertemba occupied Camp 6. Burke was climbing 
slowly and giving cause for concern; he had already spent eight nights at 
Camp 5 and Bonington was worried that this might have caused deterioration. 

Burke explained over the radio that he had.been delayed by various things 
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- and in any case he was determined to fulfil his role as cameraman by filming 
the route to the summit. 

At 4.30 on the following morning the four men set off individually for the 
summit, protected by the fixed rope. Boysen went first, then Boardman and 
Pertemba, with Burke fetching up the rear. 

Misfortune struck quickly. Before he had gone far, Boysen’s oxygen set 
stopped .working, and to compound his misery he lost a crampon. There was 
nothing he could do but go back, passing the others in turn; he finally crawled 
back into the tent and ‘howled with anguish, frustration and self-pity’. 
Through the open door of the tent he could see the others making progress. 

Boardman and Pertemba were climbing rapidly. The snow was in much 
better condition than it had been two days earlier, and when they reached the 
end of the fixed ropes they continued to climb solo, not feeling the need to be 
roped together. At 11 a.m. they reached the South Summit, where they were 
delayed for an hour by the malfunctioning of Pertemba’s oxygen set, which, 
like Haston’s, had an ice blockage. Once this was corrected, however, they 
continued along the ridge, to reach the summit of Everest at 1 p.m. 

They mumbled into a miniature tape recorder and Pertemba fixed a 
Nepalese flag to the Chinese survey pole, but they were denied the superb 
views that Haston and Scott had witnessed two days previously. In fact, all 
through the day the clouds had been boiling up, obscuring the surrounding 
mountains. At first, Everest and Lhotse had remained above the cloud, like 
islands in a troubled sea, but gradually the vapour had swirled higher until 
even the summits of these mighty peaks were covered in mist. 

Earlier in the day Boardman had been aware of a tiny figure a long way 
behind them, and had presumed that it was Burke watching their progress 
before rejoining his partner, Boysen, in the tent. As they descended from the 
summit, however, they were surprised to come across Burke sitting in the 
snow. 

We were amazed to see him through the mist. Mick was sitting on the 
snow only a few hundred yards down an easy angled snow slope from the 
summit. He congratulated us and said he wanted to film us on a bump on 
the ridge and pretend it was the summit, but I told him about the Chinese 
maypole. Then he asked us to go back to the summit with him. I agreed 
reluctantly and he, sensing my reluctance, changed his mind and said he’d 
go up and film it and then come straight down after us. He borrowed 
Pertemba’s camera to take some stills on the top and we walked back fifty 
feet and then walked past him whilst he filmed us. I took a couple of 
pictures of him. He had the Blue Peter flag and an auto-load camera with 
him. He asked us to wait for him by the big rock on the South Summit 
where Pertemba and I had dumped our first oxygen cylinders and some rope 
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and film on the way up. I told him that Pertemba was wanting to move 
roped with me - so he should catch us up fairly quickly. I said ‘See you 
soon’ and we moved back down the ridge to the South Summit. Shortly 
after we had left him tire weather began to deteriorate.” 

At the South Summit the two men waited for Burke to return but as time 
went by and there was no sign of their companion the anxiety over his fate - 
and theirs - began to grow apace: 

All the winds of Asia seemed to be trying to blow us from the ridge. A 
decision was needed. It was four in the afternoon and the skies were already 
darkening around the South Summit of Everest. I threw my iced and useless 
snow goggles away into the whiteness and tried, clumsily mitted, to clear 
the ice from my eyelashes. I bowed my head into the spindrift and tried to 
peer along the ridge. Mick should have met us at least three quarters of an 
hour before, unless something had happened to him. We had been waiting 
for nearly one and a half hours. There was no sign of Doug and Dougal’s 
bivouac site. The sky and cornices and whirling snow merged together, 
visibility was reduced to ten feet and all tracks were obliterated. Pertemba 
and I huddled next to the rock of the South Summit where Mick had asked 
us to wait for him. Pertemba said he could not feel his toes or fingers and 
mine too were nailed with cold. I thought of Mick wearing his glasses and 
blinded by spindrift, negotiating the fixed rope on the Hillary step, the 
fragile one foot windslab on the Nepal side and the cornices on the Tibetan 
side of the ridge. I thought of our own predicament, with the eight hundred 
feet of the South Summit Gully - guarded by a sixty foot rockstep halfway - 
to descend, and then half of the two thousand foot great traverse above the 
Rock Band to cross before reaching the end of the fixed ropes that extended 
across from Camp 6. It had taken Doug and Dougal three hours in the dawn 
sunshine after their bivouac to reach Camp 6 - but we now had only an hour 
of light left. At 28,700 ft the boundary between a controlled and an 
uncontrolled situation is narrow and we had crossed that boundary within 
minutes - a strong wind and sun shining through clouds had turned into a 
violent blizzard of driving snow, the early afternoon had drifted into 
approaching night and our success was turning into tragedy. 34 

After ten minutes Boardman decided that it was too risky to wait any 
longer. With the storm increasing in fury and the darkness closing in, to delay 
their, departure any further meant almost certain death: a bivouac under such 
conditions was out of the question. So they cast about for the way down,' 
fumbling and half blinded. For one instant the storm lifted and revealed the 
South Summit. There was no sign of Burke. The time was 4.30 p.m. 

Boardman and Pertemba then began a descent which was to prove every 
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whit as dramatic as that of Hombein’s party in 1963. The young climber 
plunged down the exit gully as fast as he could, belayed to a ‘dead man’, then 
yanked Pertemba down after him. The Sherpa was unaccustomed to climbing 
without the assistance of fixed ropes, and though he had performed nobly on 
the way up, the storm and the disappearance of Burke had temporarily 
unnerved him, making him cautious. But Boardman realized there was no 
time for niceties: speed was essential if they were both to survive. What 
worried him most was a nagging fear that he had chosen the wrong gully and 
they were off route . . . the sight of an abandoned oxygen cylinder, which 
marked the rock step in the gully, came as a great relief. 

They abseiled down the step. Pertemba was going more strongly now and 
they fought their way through the dusk and storm across the open face for a 
thousand feet towards the fixed ropes. 

During our traverse we were covered by two powder snow avalanches 
from the summit slopes. Fortunately our oxygen cylinders were still 
■ functioning and we could breathe. It was a miracle that we found the end of 
the fixed ropes in the dark, marked by two oxygen cylinders sticking out of 
the snow. On the fixed rope Pertemba slowed down again and I pulled him 
mercilessly until he shouted that one of his crampons had fallen off. The 
rope between us snagged and in flicking it free I tumbled over a fifteen foot 
rock step to be held on the fixed rope. At one point a section of the fixed 
rope had been swept away. At half past seven we stumbled into the ‘summit 
boxes’ at Camp 6. Martin was there and I burst into tears. 35 

For thirty hours the three men were trapped at Camp6 by the raging storm. 
Pertemba was snowblind, Boardman was worried about possible frostbite in 
his feet and the luckless Boysen, who looked after them both, got frostbitten 
' hands. On the second night, when the storm abated, they could hear 
avalanches roaring down the Face. Next day they began their sad descent. 

So the South West Face was climbed at last. Not once, but three times, for 
everyone agrees that Burke must have made the summit and that the accident 
occurred on the descent, when, blinded by the storm, it would have been so 
easy for him to lose his way and stumble to his death over the South or East 
Faces of the mountain. 

Burke had made the first solo ascent of Everest - that is, not roped to a 
partner. Had this contributed to his death? If Boysen had not been incapaci- 
tated, would the two of them together have reached the summit and survived - 
or would two have died instead of one? There arc too many factors for and 
against to make any rational judgement. 

Bonington had told them all over the radio to stick together and if anything 
went wrong to turn back. But when a lifetime’s ambition is within grasp, some 
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men tend to ignore such orders. Everyone on the expedition, Bonington 
included, has agreed that if they had been in Burke’s position that fateful 
morning they too would have gone for the top. 

Perhaps nothing can confirm this better than Burke’s own words. When he 
first arrived at Camp 6 and heard that Bonington was going to ask him to 
withdraw, he said, ‘Chris can get stuffed.’ 
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The struggle for the South West Face dominated the first half of the 1970s. It 
was, after all, the last great unsolved problem on Everest that was available to 
Western mountaineers. It was not, however, the only problem: new men come 
along who look at old problems and discard the solutions of their predeces- 
sors, aiming for something purer or more aesthetically pleasing. 

One such challenge was the long West Ridge. Ever since Hornbein and 
Unsoeld climbed it in 1963, mountaineers have been looking for a way to 
straighten it out, for despite the Americans’ great achievement they were the 
first to admit that by taking Hombein’s Couloir on the North Face they 
deviated from the true ridge line. Moreover, since they started the climb from 
the Western Cwm a purist could argue that they left out the lower part of the 
ridge altogether. 

But nobody seemed willing to embark on a West Ridge attempt while the 
Pace remained unclimbed. Although parties continued to attempt the usual 
route by the South East Ridge because there was' a reasonable chance of 
success, the West Ridge was too much of an uncertainty for the average 
expedition. It needed a well-organized team of experienced climbers - and 
most of those preferred to spend their time and money on the Face. Had the 
Face not been such a lure, the West Ridge would undoubtedly have been 
repeated in the early 1970s. 

During the ' International Expediuon of 1971 Dyhrenfurth had tried to 
combine an attempt on the West Ridge with one on the Face but the attempt 
had been blighted by storm and Harsh Bahaguna s death. 

The first attempt at a complete ‘integrale’ - that is, the ridge from bottom to 
top, without deviations - was made in the post-monsoon period of 1974 by a 
French expedition under the leadership of Gerard Dcvouassoux, Deputy 
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Mayor of Chamonix, a famous Alpine resort. Devouassoux, like the other nine 
members of the team, was a professional guide. It was the first French 
expedition to Everest, and extremely ambitious - not only did they intend to 
climb the unknown West Ridge but they hoped that all the team members 
would reach the summit. 

With hindsight one might say that it was over-ambitious on three counts: 
first, the expedition was probably too small for its objective; secondly, none of 
the members had any experience of Everest; and thirdly, very little was known 
at that time about post-monsoon conditions on the mountain. 

This last point was crucial. In 1972 Bonington’s team had been met by the 
fierce winds which mark the onset of Everest’s winter, but a year later the 
Japanese had established Base Camp by late August, and had succeeded in 
making the first post-monsoon ascent of the mountain. The solution to the 
problem lay in choosing exactly the right time - were the Japanese lucky with 
the weather? If the warm monsoon winds have not abated the snow is 
extremely soft and liable to avalanche. In other words there is a short period in 
the post-monsoon Everest weather during which an attempt is possible. 

The West Ridge of Everest (see Fig. 2,p. 282) begins properly at the LhoLa, 
a relatively low icy saddle in the ridges dividing Nepal from Tibet, which on 
the Nepalese side presents a fearsome spectacle of steeply tumbling ice. From 
the Lho La the ridge rises fairly steeply to a prominent cone-shaped eminence 
called the West Shoulder (where the original American route joins it), then 
less steeply to the final great soaring pyramid that forms the distinctive upper 
part of Everest. Broadly speaking, the lower part of the route is mainly 
(though not entirely) snow and ice, the upper part rock. 

When the French arrived at Base Camp in mid-August they found, to their 
gratified surprise, that snow conditions were firm and sound. The Nepalese 
authorities, for political reasons, had asked them not to go to the actual Lho 
La itself, so the climbers began a complicated and technically difficult route 
up the rock walls above the foot of the Khumbu Icefall which brought them 
onto the slopes of the West Peak. Camp I was in a sheltered situation among 
rocks at 19,140ft, Camp II was above the Lho La at 21,120ft and Camp III, 
established on 9 September, was close to the crest of the West Shoulder at 
22,770ft. They had overcome their first major problem, which was how to 
gain access to the Shoulder and upper ridge. 

Unfortunately they were to pay a severe penalty for their rapid success, for 
in their planning they had made an appalling error. They were totally unaware 
of the wavelength and times of the All India Radio weather reports, and 
consequently missed the broadcast warning of an unexpected return of the 
warm monsoon weather. Had they received the warning they would, presum- 
ably, have evacuated the mountain, for they were in a dangerous avalanche 
zone, but the rising temperatures caught them unawares and there was little 
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the twenty-one climbers and Sherpas spread between the three camps could 
do except sit tight and hope the thermometer would drop again. 

On the evening of 9 September, Camp II was occupied by Devouassoux, 
Georges Payot (who was Deputy Leader), Pierre Tairraz and five Sherpas. 
The other climbers were at Camp III, which had just been established, and 
one climber with ten Sherpas at Camp I. At 7.30p.m. there was a crack 
followed by a roar as a massive avalanche slid off the mountain between 
Camps I and II, smashing the former with its shock waves and setting off a 
secondary avalanche which overwhelmed Camp II. 

Payot was buried up to his neck in snow but fortunately managed to 
extricate himself, as did Tairraz. Between them they freed a trapped Sherpa, 
but though they dug desperately into the piled up snow there was no sign of 
their leader or the remaining Sherpas. Night was upon them too, and they 
were forced into a terrible bivouac before retreating next day. 

At Camp I the blast of the avalanche had hurled another Sherpa 600 ft down 
the mountainside. In all, Devouassoux and five Sherpas had died in one of the 
worst tragedies in the mountain’s history. 

Understandably, the French withdrew. There was no further attempt on 
the West Ridge until the spring of 1979, when a thirty-one-member Yugoslav- 
ian expedition led by Tone Skarja finally succeeded in climbing it from the 
Lho La to the summit. From the top camp (Camp VI) two attempts failed 
before Jemej Zaplotnik and Andrej Stremfelj made the summit in an 
eight-hour push. Two days later a second party of two climbers and the 
Sherpa Ang Phu repeated the ascent, but tragically Ang Phu fell and was 
killed between Camps V and IV during the descent. 1 

During the same period as these ambitious assaults on the South West Face 
and the West Ridge, the original way up by the South Col had not been 
neglected. Between 1971 and 1979 no fewer than ten expeditions attempted 
Everest by the South East Ridge: three failed, the rest succeeded. Some were 
simply personal or national efforts to reach the summit with the minimum of 
fuss, ‘because it was there’; others added considerably to the sum of Man s 
knowledge about the mountain - and himself. 

During the post-monsoon period of 1971 a government-sponsored Argenti- 
nian expedition led by Lt Col. H.C. Tolosa was defeated by the weather. They 
had left Kathmandu on 17 August and established Base Camp on 15 
September, reaching the South Col on 28 October after delays due to weather 
As Bonington’s experience was to confirm the following year, this was muc 
' t0 ° late for success in the face of the fierce winter .winds. 

In the spring of 1973 the Italian millionaire newspaper magnate, Guido 
Monzino, led a well-equipped sixty-four-strong expedition to the mountain. 
They were supported by seventy Sherpas. As the numbers suggest, it was an 
expedition in the grand style of bygone days, reminiscent of Vittorio Sella or 
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the Duke of the Abruzzi. At Base Camp the leader had a carpeted five-roomed 
tent equipped with leather upholstered furniture. Supplies were ferried up to 
the Western Cwm by Italian Air Force helicopters, one of which crashed into 
the Icefall, though fortunately without loss of life. 2 

Despite delays due to bad weather, the Italians Rinaldo Carrel and Mirko 
Minusso and the two Sherpas, Lhakpa Tensing and Sambu Tamang, reached 
the summit on 5 May. Two days later Fabrizio Innamorati, Virginio Epis, 
Claudio Beneditti and Sonam Gyalzen repeated the ascent. 3 

The Italians had thus put eight men onto the summit - not quite equalling 
the Indian record of nine, achieved in 1965. Sir Edmund Hillary, who visited 
the Italian Base Camp, was disgusted by the profligacy of it all. ‘It’s now 
reached the heights Of the ridiculous,’ he said. 

In the spring of 1974 it was the turn of a modest sixteen-man Spanish 
expedition led by Juan Ignacio Lorente and sponsored by the electrical firm 
Tximist. Two attempts were made on the summit, but both were foiled by 
weather: the second only 350ft from the summit, on 13 May. When the 
weather eventually cleared, on the 22nd, there was nobody left at the high 
camps fit enough to make another bid, and so the attempt was abandoned. 

According to A.F. Mummery, the celebrated pioneer Victorian Alpinist, 
any great mountain gradually regresses in the climber’s estimation from being 
‘an inaccessible peak’ to ‘an easy day for a lady’, as the climbing of it becomes 
increasingly familiar. Mummery was perhaps being a little tongue-in-cheek, 
but there is a good deal of underlying truth in his words. There is no reason to 
believe that Everest will not follow this general pattern. 

In addition to being the year of the conquest of the South West Face, 1975 
was also the Year of the Woman as far as Everest was concerned. Two women 
climbed Everest that year. One was Mrs Phantog, a member of the Chinese 
team (see pp. 355-9), although she was preceded by Mrs Junko Tabei, a 
thirty-five-year-old bespectacled ex-schoolteacher from Tokyo. 

.Mrs Tabei was a member of the first ‘all-women’s’ expedition to Everest. 
The team had fourteen women climbers, twenty-three Sherpas and some 
five-hundred porters. It was sponsored by the Tokyo Women’s Mountaineer- 
ing Club and paid for by newspaper and television interests. It was thoroughly 
prepared for four years before setting out and it included many of Japan’s best 
women climbers. Mrs Tabei, for example, had previously reached the summit 
of Annapurna III (24,787 ft) in 1970. 

The expedition went forward without incident until the night of 4 May 
v/hen an avalanche, roaring down from Nuptse, devastated Camp II in the 
Western Cwm. By the greatest good fortune nobody was killed, but Junko 
Tabei and Yuriko Watanabe had a narrow escape when they were injured by 
tumbling ice blocks. A good deal of equipment was lost and for a brief period 
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it seemed that the expedition might have to be called off. In the event the team 
decided to use their resources in making just one attempt on the summit 
instead of the two they had originally planned. 

Mrs Tabei made a remarkable recovery from her avalanche injuries. By 13 
May, together with the sirdar Ang Tshering, she had established Camp VI on 
the ridge, and after being delayed by bad weather made her summit bid with 
the Sherpa three days later. 

They left the tent at 5 a.m. and reached the South Summit at 8.30. From, 
there to the top took another four hours, and for Mrs Tabei, small and lightly 
built, the deep soft snow they encountered and the Hillary Step (seemingly in 
difficult condition on this occasion) proved almost beyond endurance. Ang 
Tshering led the whole way and she followed as best she could: 

The route was too steep and too long for a woman. Ang Tshering was 
climbing faster and often urged me to move on by pulling my hand. I was 
tired and we progressed slowly towards the summit, sometimes on our 
elbows. It was a very hard climb. 4 

Nevertheless, exhausted and, as she admits, terrified of the descent, Junko 
Tabei became the first woman to climb Mount Everest. 

It is fair to say that 1975 turned out to be a seminal year in the history of 
Mount Everest: the most important year since 1953, when Hunt’s success first 
showed the way. Not only was the great Face climbed, but the South East and 
North ridges too, and by women. Everest may never be ‘an easy day’, but the 
underlying truth of Mummery’s dictum has been amply borne out. From 1975 
to 1979 (when this book was being completed) the mountain has been climbed 
several times each year. 

In 1976 a joint British-Nepalese Army expedition under the command of Lt 
Col. Tony Streather were successful in putting two men on top. Sgt J.H. 
(Brummy) Stokes and Corporal JA.P. (Bronco) Lane reached the summit at 
3.15 p.m. on 16 May. The weather was bad and they were forced into a 
harrowing bivouac on the way down, both men badly frostbitten. Earlier, the 
expedition had suffered the loss of Terry Thompson, a Marines captain, who 
had fallen into a crevasse at Camp 1 1 and been killed. 

In the autumn of that year the Americans organized a Bicentennial 
expedition to Everest, led by a thirty-eight-year-old State Department lawyer, 
Phil Trimble. It was a fairly modest affair of eleven climbers and thirty 
Sherpas, accompanied by a six-man TV crew sent by C.B.S. Sports, who were 
helping to finance the venture. 5 Two members were Barbara and Gerard 
Roach of Colorado, who hoped to become the first husband and wife team to 
climb the mountain, but in this they were disappointed. Instead, Bob Cormac 
and Chris Chandler arrived on the summit at 4.15 p.m. on 8 October and 
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managed to avoid a bivouac by reaching Camp VI, on the ridge, after dark. 
Owing to what Gerard Roach called ‘bureaucratic foulups , no further 
attempts were made, and the expedition withdrew. 

Though the Americans had reached the summit they seemed to feel that 
their success was qualified, that perhaps they had used a sledgehammer to 
crack a nut, even though, in terms of manpower, their expedition was barely 
one third the size of the army expedition which had just preceded them. Gerry 
Roach wrote: 

Yet about half the expedition members left the mountain with feelings of 
frustration .or failure. It was much too big. It was not man against the 
moun tain so much as expedition against the mountain, and the expedition 
seemed to be propelled more by dollars than by individual initiative. The 
true initiative, it seemed to me, lay in coming up with the dollars. All these 
things ran counter to the spirit of mountaineering. 

The expedition succeeded in large measure by impersonalizing moun- 
taineering. It replaced single efforts and more limited crusades with the 
staggering power of regimented attack. We obtained large quantities of the 
finest food and equipment and then hired 40 Sherpas to transport it up the 
mountain. In some endeavours, such as the exploration of space, the power 
of regimented attack is necessary to achieve the objective. But we had gone 
to Everest for sport, for adventure. Those goals, I think, did not require 
such an expensive and potent offense ... 

Everest can be climbed by a much smaller team using few if any Sherpas. 
Someday I would like to return to Everest with such a team and tackle the 
mountain head on, like the rock back home. Maybe it won’t work, but to 
find out is the reason For going. 6 

It was the age-old cry of the traditional climber to get back to basics, to 
eschew the expedition trend that divorced a man from his moun tain , to return 
to the faith of their forefathers, Shipton and Tiiman. But nobody has yet 
proved it can be done on Everest. 

In fact, at the time of writing, there has only been one attempt at a 
lightweight Everest Expedition. This v/as in the spring of 1977 when a team of 
seven New Zealanders and a Canadian, led by Keith Woodford, struggled 
through the Khumbu IcefaU and up the Western Cwm without the aid of 
porters. All eight reached a height of 24,800 ft on the Lhotse Face - their 
highest camp — and from there Mike Browne and Mike Mahoney reached the 
South Col. High winds prevented any further advance, but in any case the 

constant work had debilitated the team and. it is doubtful if they could have 
carried on. 

Summing up his experience, Woodford still thought the mountain could be 
climbed by a lightweight team, but conditions would have to be perfect. 



'None But Ourselves’ 

... it is only just possible and it will take a very' strong party. If we’d had 
reasonable conditions we could have done it. But with difficult snow and ice 
conditions and high winds, the mountain was just too big for us. We had a 
strong party and pulled together well for 65 days above 18,000ft. But at the 
end of those 65 days we were just too tired to make a push to get to the 
summit. 7 


There can hardly have been a greater contrast than that between the 
pioneering New Zealand effort and the South Korean expedition which 
followed them in the autumn of 1977. The Koreans had a team of nineteen 
climbers led by Young Do Kim, a member of the South Korean National 
Assembly, and financed jointly by the Government and business interests. It 
turned out to be a very curious affair indeed. 

- Despite five years of preparation, the detailed organization was not too 
sound. They underestimated the porterage required for the trek to Base Camp 
by 20 per cent, then, having arrived at the mountain, discovered that their 
French and American oxygen equipment did not fit their Japanese cylinders! 
Fortunately they were able to purchase some American bottles which the 
Bicentennial expedition had left at Namche Bazar, but it meant they were 
seriously short of oxygen from the start. 

They were, however, very well staffed with high-altitude Sherpas, no fewer 
than twenty-eight of whom carried right up to the South Col. According to the 
Sherpas only two of the climbers reached the col (the Koreans claim four 
reached it) which gives a carrying ratio of 14:1 or 7:1 depending on which 
account you care to believe. In any event, this massive logistical support, 
allied to the best weather seen on Everest for years, led to a very rapid 
build-up: 


Base Camp established 9 August 

Camp! 16 August 6,100 m. 

Camp 2 19 August 6,450 m. 

Camp 3 26 August 7,400 m. 

Camp 4 7 September 7,980 m. (South Col) 

Camp 5 8 September 8,500 m. (on South East Ridge) 

And the first summit bid was made the very next day by Sang Yul Park and 
the Sherpa Ang Phurba, who had been supported up to Camp V by no fewer ' 
than eight porters. Faulty oxygen gear and an unexpected heavy snowfall 
Prevented the summit from being reached. Had they succeeded they would 
avc beaten by two days the thirty-three-day record established by the British 
outh West Face expedition in 1975 for the fastest ascent of the mountain, 
ilowever, o n 15 September the summit was reached by Sang-Don Ko and 
e Sherpa Pemba Norbu, at 12.50p.m. Nine high-altitude porters had 
support them to the top camp. 
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Despite a bumbling beginning and good luck with the weather, the Koreans 
had some justification in being proud of their achievement. After all, they 
were not a nation with a long history' of mountaineering success behind them, 
and they had joined an elite club at their first attempt: only Britain, America, 
China, India, Japan, Switzerland and Italy, besides Nepal itself, had put 
climbers on the roof of the world at that time, and even nations with a strong 
mountaineering background, such as France, Germany, Austria and Russia, 
were still excluded. 8 

Looked at from a purely climbing viewpoint, the achievement was minimal 
-but, as readers of this book will know, Everest is more than just a mountain, 
ike Cheney, who lives in Kathmandu and is deeply involved with most of 

the expeditions that visit Nepal, wrote: 


Of all Everest expeditions to date this was the most blatantly ‘political’ 
and ‘all about national prestige’ - nothing to do with Western concepts of 
mountaineering. The Koreans did not climb Mount Everest ‘because it was 
ere . The expedition was a calculated exercise in ‘prestige politics’ . . . But 
why should Asians in Asia conform to Western standards? The trend in 
Asian mountaineering is to use the Himalaya for the purpose of gaining 
national prestige. Who are the Westerners to complain? 9 

Cheney’s analysis is a bit sweeping, perhaps, and the Japanese cannot be 
mcluaed in it. The truth is less simple, one feels. Individual climbers the 
world over climb for their own satisfaction, but Everest, being Everest, 
mevnably brings a nationalistic overburden which is exploited by politicians 

and propagancbst 8 Tte weaker or less well developed the country, the louder 
tney will bang the drum. , 
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and charming - the very personification of every schoolgirl’s ideal ski 
instructor. But behind the good looks there was a capacity for incredible 
endurance allied to climbing talents that were well beyond the ordinary. 

Messner burst on the world scene when he was in his early twenties with 
some outstanding solo ascents of hard rock climbs and his outspoken advocacy 
of free climbing - that is, without the metal protection pegs driven into the 
rock, which were then in common use in the'Alps. In some quarters he was 
hailed as a young Messiah, and his philosophy, backed up by his great ability, 
had undoubtedly had a profound effect on Alpine climbing. 

In 1970 Messner went to Nanga Parbat, where he made the first traverse by 
climbing the Rupal Flank and descending the Diamir Face, a climb in which 
his brother, who was with him, was killed. Other high-altitude ascents 
followed with a variety of companions, until in 1974 he began his remarkable 
partnership with the Mayrhofen guide, Peter Habeler. 

Their success as a team was meteoric. In that first season together they 
astounded the Alpine world by making extremely rapid ascents of two of the 
most formidable north faces: those of the Matterhorn in eight hours and the 
notorious Eigerwand in ten hours. The previous best time on the Eigerwand 
had been more than double that, so it was immediately apparent that here was 
a team who were not merely good climbers but had a special rapport which 
allowed them to move together instinctively. Habeler put it down to a sort of 
telepathy: that each one knew exactly what the other was thinking as they 
climbed together. 

And yet, curiously for so close a bond, it was only a working relationship. 
They were not intimate friends, seldom met except on their expeditions, and 
never confided in one another about their lives outside the world of climbing. 
For one thing they were so temperamentally different: Messner was a 
superstar’, writer of popular climbing books, television personality, outgoing 
and forceful, while Habeler was a quiet man who cared little for glamour or 
publicity. 

1975 they travelled to the Karakorum and made an astonishing two-man 
ascent of Gasherbrum (Hidden Peak) at 8,068 m. the eleventh highest mountain 
m the world. They did not use oxygen equipment. 

It was of course a logical extension of Messner’s Alpine philosophy, with 
which Habeler fully agreed. Put simply it was that nothing artificial should 
come between a climber and his mountain, that to use ulterior aids was to 
deny the full richness of the mountain experience, and just as metal pitons 
were anathema on rock climbs so too oxygen was anathema on high-altitude 
elimbs. ‘I know I can climb Everest with Technik,’ he said. ‘With enough 
cclimk, so can anyone ... so many porters, so much oxygen, so many porters 
to carry the oxygen . . . like so, I know I can climb Everest. I just as well stay 
at home.’) 0 

Taken to its logical conclusion, of course, such a philosophy would mean 
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that the only valid ascent would be by one man, alone, climbing to the summit 
naked, but that would be reductio ad absurdum: common sense must prevail. 

Possibly the two men had Everest in mind right from the start of their 
partnership. It would provide Messner with what his philosophy demanded: a 
lightweight oxygenless ascent of one of the great steep faces of the world, 
similar to the South Face of Aconcagua in the Andes and the South Face of 
Dhaulagiri in the Himalaya. In late 1975 Habeler was certainly thinking of a 
lightweight ascent, possibly via the South West Face. 12 

There was, however, one snag to their preparations. They did not have 
permission to attempt the mountain, and they realized that there was virtually 
no chance of obtaining one of the coveted spring or autumn ‘slots’ for many 
years to come. For men in the peak of condition such a wait could be 
disastrous. Their only chance lay in joining one of the expeditions already 
scheduled. 

Fortunately the Austrian Alpine Club had booked for spring 1978 and the 
two men were able to attach themselves to this as a sort of independent unit. 
They could not, of course, claim to be a lightweight expedition, since they 
were enjoying the logistical support of the main group, with all its Sherpas and 
camps. They determined therefore to attempt the ascent without oxygen. 

The Austrian expedition comprised a thirteen-man team led by -Wolfgang 
Nairz, a thirty-three-year-old journalist from Innsbruck. The members, who 
varied in age from twenty-six to fifty-four, all had experience of high-altitude 
mountain climbing in the Himalaya or Andes. Two of them were British: Leo 
Dickinson and Eric Jones, cameramen attached to the team by Harlech TV, 
who were making a television film of the attempt and who were both good 
climbers in their own right. The cost of the expedition was £65,294, more than 
a quarter of which was raised by the members themselves, the rest coming 
from various media contracts, promotional gimmicks and private donations. 13 

The expedition aims were explicitly stated. They were: to make the first 
Austrian ascent of Everest; to attempt the summit without oxygen; to attempt 
the first ascent of the South Spur; to attempt the world hang-gliding record by 
gliding down from the South Col. Subsidiary aims were to test equipment and 
record the adventure on film and tape. 

On the face of it, the Austrians had apparently fallen into the common trap 
of having a multiplicity of objectives, but in fact only the first two really 
counted - to make the first Austrian ascent and the first ascent without 
oxygen. Hang gliders were taken but were never used on the mountain, and 
the South Buttress, which is a triangular wedge of the mountain between the 
South Col and South West Face, was not attempted either. 14 So there 
remained die two basic objectives: the one to be tackled by the main team 
under Nairz and the other by Messner and Habeler. Magnanimously, Nairz 
agreed that the oxygcnlcss attempt should come first. 
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The expedition set up Base Camp in late March and began the task of 
making the route through the Icefall and establishing camps in the Western 
Cwm, with Messncr and Habeler playing their part in these preparations. On 
2 April they set up Camp II (Advanced Base Camp), rode out a fearful storm 
that night and retreated to Base Camp next day. Others took over, but on the 
10th Messncr and Habeler returned to Camp 1 1 and reconnoitred the site for 
Camp III. They were staging their camps at greater intervals than usual, so 
that Camps I, II and III covered more or less the distance usually taken by 
Camps I— IV; their Camp IV was to be on the South Col, which is usually 
Camp V. They were going well: Mcssner actually prospected up to 7,800 m., 
while Habeler raced down the ten kilometres from Camp 1 1 to Base in one 
hour twenty minutes — a journey down the Cwm and through the Icefall that 
normally takes four or five hours. 

Things were progressing satisfactorily when unhappily, on the 18th, a 
Sherpa working in the Icefall disappeared into a crevasse, his body beyond 
recovery’. A storm began that day too, and blew throughout the next day as 
w ell. On 21 April, however, the weather was better, so Messner and Habeler, 
accompanied by three Sherpas, began their assault. 

They reached Camp III, perched on the Lhotse Face, on the 23rd. That 
n 'ght Habchr was taken violently ill with stomach cramp and sickness, all the 
symptoms of food poisoning, and he realized with dismay that some sardines 
he had eaten earlier in the day must have been bad. The resulting debilitation 
made any chance of an ascent hopeless, and so the next day he made a lone and 
Wear y retreat to Camp II, weak and disconsolate, a prey to the elemental 
sav agery of the Lhotse Face and the endless Cwm. Fog came down and for a 
while he wandered about, lost in a white wilderness and facing certain death - 
until he finally came across marker flags, which guided him into camp. 

Meanwhile Mcssner had determined to push on, to establish Camp IV on 
die South Col and, if fortune favoured him, to make a solo ascent from the col 
t0 the summit. It was a wild dream that now assailed him: to climb the 
mountain not only without oxygen but also without a companion — the 
ultimate test of his own severe philosophy. 

To help him to establish a camp on the col he had with him two Sherpas, 
ingma and Ang Dorje. As they struggled up the remainder of the Lhotse 
ace an d over the Geneva Spur the wind rose rapidly, and by the time they 
reached the col they were fighting a raging storm. They managed to erect a 
rent and crawl inside, appalled at the violence of the elements. The tent fabric 
a pped and rattled and Messner wondered whether they would all be blown 
clean off the mountain or whether the tent would simply be tom to shreds, 
aving them exposed to the elements. Either way, survival seemed unlikely, 
atside the wind reached 125m.p.h. and the temperature dropped to 40° 
b <dow zero. 
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There was no chance of sleep, desperately tired though they were. Messner 
and Ang Dorje tried to cook: Mingma simply crawled into his bag and lay as if 
dead. 

Towards dawn the tent fabric, no longer able to withstand the blast, ripped 
open. Snow came pouring in. Messner and Ang Dorje struggled out and began 
erecting a second tent, fighting the billowing canvas and the freezing, stinging 
spindrift. It was essential for their survival that they should succeed, and an 
hour later they were able to crawl inside the tent, along with the apathetic 
Mingma. As he sank into the tent Messner burst into tears. 

They remained there all next day as the storm raged around them. The two 
Sherpas, and particularly Mingma, were convinced that nothing could save 
them and gave themselves up to their fate, with a calmness that angered 
Messner. He was determined that he would survive, and the Sherpas with 
him. 

What exactly happened in that stormbound tent during those terrible hours 
we shall probably never know. Undoubtedly Messner shouted and railed at 
die Sherpas, hoping to keep alive the spark of survival. In the end he probably 
saved their lives, but this was not appreciated by Mingma, who later, accused 
him of ‘subjecting Nepalese nationals to inhuman treatment’, which included 
urinating into the Sherpa’s cooking pot. 15 

Ang Dorje did not corroborate his partner’s statement, and it must be 
remembered that they were three men whose nerves were as taut as violin 
strings, clinging desperately to the edge of survival. They had eaten little and 
slept not at all for two days and two nights of terror. They were virtually 
reduced to automatons, and their later memories of those terrible hours are 
scarcely to be relied on. 16 

Had the storm continued they must surely have perished, but the dawn 
following the second night held promise of good weather and at 7 a.m. they set 
off back to Advanced Base in the Western Cwm, which they reached that 
afternoon. Next day Messner returned to Base Camp - and was almost killed 
when a ladder gave way in the Icefall. 17 

Once Habeler and Messner returned from their abortive attempt, Nairz felt 
free to go ahead with his own plans. On 3 May, Nairz himself, with Robert 
Schauer, Horst Bergmann and the sirdar Ang Phu, reached the summit of . 
Everest from a camp (Camp V) pitched on the South East Ridge. A week later 
Oswald Olz and Reinhard Karl made the summit - Karl being a German 
national, and therefore the first German to climb Everest. Three days later 
Franz Oppurg, climbing solo, also made the summit - the first ever solo of the 

South East Ridge, and the first solo ascent since Mick Burke’s fateful climb of 
1975. 

So, by any standards, this well organized, highly skilled, Austrian team was 
outstandingly successful. But between the ascent by Nairz on 3 May and that 
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by Olz a week later, there took place the event which was to make 
mountaineering history. 

After his retreat from Camp III, Peter Habeler had been uncertain whether 
or not -to make a second attempt without oxygen. A highly intelligent, 
sensitive man, he had read a great deal about Everest and the problems of high 
altitude and was worried by some of the medical prognostications. In 
particular he was worried that by prolonging his stay in the thin cold air his 
brain cells might suffer irreparable damage, which some doctors thought was a 
distinct possibility. Given good weather, he felt he would have no problems on 
the physical side. He was extremely fit and strong, and would doubtless 
survive the ordeal - but did he want to survive as a cabbage, his brain 
irretrievably damaged? 

He considered the possibilities. If he and Messner could make a rapid 
ascent, straight up and straight down again, without any delays, they might 
just get away with it. But supposing another storm blew up and they were 
trapped on the col without oxygen? Might they not deteriorate beyond repair? 
He decided the risk was too great, and that the only thing to do was make an 
ordinary ascent using oxygen apparatus. He informed Messner of his decision, 
but of course Messner wanted no part of it. He then asked to join the rest of 
the Austrians in their plans - and was surprised, hurt and angered by their 
response: a firm no, couched in strong terms. 

One can easily imagine Habeler reacting in this way. An uncomplicated 
man, he probably thought the undoubted extra qualities he would bring to the 
team would be welcomed. Like many others, he had not realized that Everest 
Was a special mountain and aroused jealousies and fears even among the best 
°f companions. The immediate reaction of the team was not ‘Here is Peter 
Habeler, he will strengthen the team’ but ‘Here is Peter Habeler — whom will 
he displace? Will it be me?’ Franz Oppurg, who at twenty-six was the 


youngest member of the team, and Josl Knoll, at fifty-four, the oldest, were 
Particularly bitter. They accused Habeler of boasting about climbing Everest 
"'ithout oxygen, then backing out when put to the test. 

Habeler was furious. All his recent reservations about the effects of an 
0x ygenlcss ascent went out of the window. In an angry mood of ‘damn them 
a h he committed himself irrevocably to Mcssner’s project. 

Early in the morning of 7 May, Habeler, Messner and the cameraman Eric 
Jones left Camp III for the South Col, accompanied by three Sherpas. None 
of them wore oxygen sets, though two cylinders and a face mask were takenup 
or use in dire emergency. This did something to reassure Habeler, who was 
s ull assailed by medical doubts, now that his anger had subsided: 


It was a big psychological help for me, anyway, because I was relying on it 
m case something would have gone wrong. I would have used it. I would 
avc had no doubts in using it. 18 
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It was a long hard slog up to the col, but at least they had no problems with 
the weather, which was good. The two Austrians managed it in three and a 
half hours: Jones, laden with his movie camera, took about an hour longer. 
The three Sherpas were sent down and the climbers settled in for a cold, 
oxygenless night. 

From his own sparsely equipped tent, thirty feet away from the Austrians, 
Jones could hear them cooking, talking and preparing for the day ahead. He 
felt fit and strong, able to make the summit without oxygen, despite some 
frostbite, but he knew he would never keep up with the other two. Their 
speed was phenomenal. Disappointed, he realized that he did not figure in the 
Austrians’ plans: 

You can’t blame them. It’s every man for himself up there, and I made no 
effort to prepare for the morning. When they left, I just stayed in my 
sleeping bag until about 11 o’clock. 19 

At 5.30 next morning, 8 May, Messner and Habeler left the camp for their 
summit bid. Each carried a small rucksack with personal gear, and Messner 
had a 50-m. rope. He left first, heading for the gully which leads up to the 
ridge from the col, while Habeler had a few words with Jones. The weather 
was misty, a keen wind blew, and Habeler did not think they would get far. 
He told Jones they were going to reconnoitre the ridge. 

Habeler soon caught up with his companion, who had stopped to take 
photographs. Together they tackled the long introductory gully, not bother- 
ing to rope up, but plodding, up the 40° snow slope, changing the lead from 
one to the other every twenty minutes or so. Eventually the snow became too 
deep and Habeler led the way over to some rocks which, though glazed with 
ice, offered easier progress. Further up the rock ran out into crusted snow, 
which would hold for a second then break, plunging the climber’s foot deep 
into the snow with a jerk. Even in the Alps such snow conditions are tiring: on 
Everest they are exhausting, and the two men were glad to get back onto rock, 
even though it was of a rotten, crumbly, sort. 

Eventually they came to Camp V , at which Nairz had left some food and a 
stove. Messner crawled into the tent and brewed some tea. Habeler describes 
his feelings as they continued the ascent: 

I left Reinhold in the tent and went on alone. At first I was able to follow 
the tracks left by the successful Nairz party, but then the snow became soft 
and tiring so I moved further to the right, towards the Kangshung face 
where the snow was much firmer and I could more or less front point. It was' 
quite steep but I found it a relief after the weary snow of the ridge. 

Reinhold caught up and passed me, and he was the first to reach the sort 
of Col before the South Summit. At this point the climbing became more 


472 



‘None But Ourselves’ 

difficult. There were bands of rock, 2 metres or 2'/2 metres high, through 
which we had to thread our way. I had taken the lead again but we still 
didn’t use the rope because there was no means of belaying, and although 
there was no exposure - visibility was down to a hundred metres - I was 
very conscious of the consequences of a slip, and I was scared. 

I tried to escape by climbing some snow over on my right, but it was soft 
and bottomless, and after two or three steps I was exhausted. So it was back 
to the rocks, with Reinhold always close behind. At last he stopped to do 
some filming and I was able to draw ahead again. 

Just before the South Summit I felt so tired that I dug a hole in the snow 
and dumped my rucksack in it. I knew it was safe there and that, come what 
may, I should be able to reach it again. 

Without the rucksack it felt much easier and suddenly, it seemed, I was 
through the clouds and into clear blue sky. There was a strong breeze from 
the south-west and I wondered whether it could prevent us from going on. 
Until this stage I don’t think I’d really considered the actual summit - not 
because I didn’t feel strong enough, but because I was waiting for 
something to happen which would give us an excuse to retreat. I was hoping 
something would turn up . . . but as I sat on the South Summit, the final 
ndge looked much too optimistic. I turned away from it and took a picture 
of Reinhold coming up the South Summit. 

The summit ridge was heavily corniced on the right, so we put on the 
rope - just slipped it round the waist and tied a knot, then moved together, 
Alpine style, towards the Hillary Step. 

Between the South Summit and the main summit, Rcinhold did a lot of 
filming - he used three cassettes - and he particularly wanted to film the 
Hillary Step. The Step was completely snow covered and we could sec the 
st eps made by Nairz leading up it. Rcinhold went ahead then stood on top, 
Pointed the camera, and signalled for me to come on. I was not too happy 
about it, and I shouted something about the need for a belay, but perhaps he 
didn’t hear me. Anyway, he just kept filming, so I thought ‘so what?’ and 
'vent up, with the slack trailing round me. 

“Ut the Nairz steps were not what they seemed. They had become soft 
and kept breaking, and I found myself planting my axe in firmly and 
'anging on like grim death. 

, The Hillary Step knocked the stuffing out of us both. We just lay on our 
"ies in the snow, gasping and immobile until at last we felt a bit of power 
coming back into our limbs. 

hankfully from there to the summit it was easy going. We had to keep 
m °rc or less to the crest of the ridge because there was wind slab on the left 
“eh looked as though it might avalanche. On the right there were cornices 
ich we somehow ignored - 1 am sure that our film will show us walking 
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on cornices when it appears. We just wandered along the ridge, a few steps 
at a time, with Reinhold in front. Sometimes the rope between us would be 
slack and catch up on a snow cornice and I would pull it to free it - this 
would make Reinhold very angry, but it had to be done or the rope would 
have been permanently snagged. And in all this, strangely enough, I was not 
really aware that we were approaching the summit of Everest. I was not 
eager for the summit, but just felt as though we were two climbers who 
might have been almost anywhere, just strolling along the ridge. 20 

They left the South Summit at noon and reached the top at 1 p.m. Only 
then did they fully realize the magnitude of their achievement: that they had 

accomplished a feat long thought impossible. They fell into each other’s arms 
and wept. 

Once the first flush of success wore off, Habeler’s unease began to assail him 
again: 


After about five minutes I wanted to go down again. I was gripped by this 
morbid fear that if I stopped too long I would seize up and never move 
again. Reinhold, however, wanted to stay a while longer, so after half an 
hour I set off alone, leaving him to play with' his tape recorder. ‘Don’t forget 
to leave the rope at the Hillary Step!’ he shouted, as I made my way down 


But when I came to the Hillary Step there was nowhere to fix the rope, 
suppose I could have belayed it round my ice axe, but I needed my axe 
There was nothing for it but to climb down, solo. I remembered Reinhold’ 
msttucttons but 1 thought To hell with it, if I can climb solo, so can he 

felt tT S ”° W a " d We “ d0 ™ “*“*•."* ^ W. I suddenl: 

A little further on I felt so tired I had to he down and rest for a while ther 

that summit a gendeTsf ** ^ Summit/ Bm the final pull up « 
and iTad m rSt all! d " gree , S !° pe <* five metres high, beat mt 

Finally I turned into th T* d ^ ReinhoW tackling the Hillary Step. 

SumSt. I m,edl when lloo"^"^ ^ ^ 

two ridges. 0 <ed at t ^ le Nuptse ridge I could see 

St^°,1o fto^k anote nkm had reached the f °ot of the Hillary 

on- 1 still had this incessant u^to 

actions during his^descent ^ ^V^aT^ir ^ y ' COnscio “ s of his Physical 
somebody else climb Littlp HiH u r 112 was an observer, watching 

most remarkable descend ht^e^lfisnj^ofmountaineerir^^^ ° n ° ne 
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He plunged down the ridge at a rapid pace. The mist had lifted, revealing 
the deep abyss on each side: on his left, thousands of feet down to the 
Kangshung Glacier, on his right, an equally impressive void where the South 
West Face dropped to the Western Cwm. He felt exposed and vulnerable. He 
was not sure whether he could manage the icy rocks that he had climbed on 
the way up, but he had no thought of waiting for his partner so that they could 
rope up - an incessant force drove him downwards. 

To avoid the rocks he veered left onto the snowy East Face. Almost at once 
he slipped, sat down with a bump - and found himself sliding down the slope 
at a rapidly increasing speed. Desperately he used his ice axe as a brake, and 
brought the slide to a halt: 


It was a tricky situation and the most dangerous moment of the whole 
ascent. Though I hadn’t slid far, the whole face was deep in snow and could 
easily avalanche off at any moment. There was nothing I could do except try 
to traverse across, to strike the ridge again. Once or twice I slipped again, 
the snow piling up into huge cushions at my feet, but luckily it didn’t 
avalanche. It was very tiring and I was overjoyed when at last I saw the two 
tents of Camp V below me. I hoped Reinhold had ignored my arrows in the 
snow! I couldn’t see him anywhere. 22 


Feeling that nothing could stop him now, he continued his mad rush down. 
When he came to the final gully - the one leading down to the col - he literally 
lumped into it. Inevitably, the snow gave way and in an instant he was 
tumbling and sliding down the gully in a Hurry of snow. Non-stop it carried 
him almost down to the col. When he picked himself up he found he had lost 
15 Icc axe and snow goggles, and had a twisted ankle. 

Eric Jones, from his vantage point on the col, had seen Habeler’s incredible 
s ide and was sure he’d been killed. He went over towards the gully and was 
Relieved an d surprised to find the weary climber stumbling towards him. 

abeler was weeping and mumbling to himself incoherently. Jones at once 
*°°k charge and led him to the tents. The time was 2.30 p.m. It had taken 
abeler exactly one hour to descend from the summit of Everest. 

.. 10111 half an hour later Mcssner came into camp, practically snowblind. 

roughout the day he had been constantly removing his goggles in order to 
m with the 8-mm. camera he carried, and now he was paying for it. That 
ni Bht he was in great pain, unable to sleep, unable even to lie down. Habeler 
Gave him three pain-killing tablets, but he moaned and sobbed throughout the 
'8nt, huddled up. Even so, he refused to take oxygen to ease the pain. The 
n y concession Habeler could get from him was that if things got worse in the 
xt twenty-four hours he would reconsider the oxygen question! 

at night a storm blew up, rocking the tents and adding to Habeler’s 
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worries. How would they get down next day? Mcssncr was snowblind, Jones 
was frostbitten and he himself had a wrenched ankle. Habeler prayed to God 
for deliverance. 


One thing was certain: they had to descend next day, storm or no storm. 
They could hardly have survived another night. 

And so at 6 o’clock next morning the three men staggered out into the teeth 
of the gale and found their way, miserably and haltingly, down the fixed ropes 
of the Lhotse Face to Camp III. Here they rested and were shortly joined by 
Dr Oswald Olz and Reinhard Karl, who were going up the mountain to make 
their own assault on the summit. The doctor treated Messner’s eyes, and then, 
three hours later, the two men continued their descent to the relative comforts 
of Advanced Base Camp. The great adventure was over. 

Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler had fulfilled the dreams of Mallory, 
completed the work of Norton, and made what Tilman would undoubtedly 
have regarded as the first real ascent of the mountain. The half-century of 
dispute between the pro-oxygen faction and the anti-oxygen faction, which 
had seemed so irrevocably settled by Hunt’s expedition in 1953, had suddenly 
and dramatically swung the other way. Messner and Habeler had shown that 
the mountain could be climbed without oxygen - and in mountaineering 
ethics could means should. Doubtless oxygen sets will still be used on Everest, 
particularly on the harder routes, but not for long, one suspects. Man has 
crossed another barrier. 


When the Sherpas heard what had happened, some of them were frankly 
incredulous. They could not believe that a Westerner could go higher without 
oxygen than any Sherpa had ever been, and into the bargain climb Everest so 
quickly. Dark suspicions were aroused in their minds: why did the sahibs 
mfce *e t"° oxypn cylinders to the South Col if they didn’t intend to use 
them? Why did the sahibs send the Sherpas down from the col unless it was to 

TrT “ S? A0d toW C0UW the sahibs ^mb descend 
die South East Ridge without oxygen in a shorter time than most people could 

sign a petition to the Ministry of Tourism dl“ a nto“^ “ “ 

chSishmsteTfR , ”t e M by M Vari0US Sh<irPaS “ ‘ hc MinisKr whid > «—l a 

rShe^slor he 7 M ?r ° bvi0Usl >’’ Messner b sd upset some of 
all the Sal „f u k S1 " S &r CrWcism ’ lhe depositions have 

T rown “ s °™ ****** 

Habeler’s ascent k mr , , . t ^ ie evic ^ ence supporting Messner’s and 

that one of Messner’^ b?™ 11 ? 55 and perha P s most ironic proof of all is 

part m the s f cond oxvff ^ Sherpa was himself to take 

P rr m me second oxygenless ascent only a few months later ! 23 
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The Austrian expedition of spring 1978 put nine men on the summit of 
Everest, equalling the Indian feat of 1965 and the Chinese of 1975. In the 
autumn of that same year a combined Franco-German expedition broke all 
these previous records by placing fifteen people on top. 

It was almost like a reprise of the past ten years: Karl Herrligkoffer led the 
German team and Pierre Mazeaud the French one, and this time Mazeaud 
succeeded in reaching the summit - at forty-nine years of age, the oldest man 
ever to do so. 1 His companion was another veteran, the forty-six-year-old 
Kurt Diemberger, whose ascent marked his fourth 8,000-m. peak, a record 
equalled only by Messner. This comprehensive expedition also put the first 
European woman on to the summit, a Polish housewife, Wanda Rutkiewitz, 
who was part of the German team. Finally, and perhaps most conclusively, 
three men went to the top without oxygen: Wilhelm Klimek, Mingma and 
Ang Dorje. The ‘yak route’ had certainly been given a good going over! 

Of all the old ambitions only one remains unfulfilled: a lightweight 
Alpine-style ascent of the world’s highest peak, and that will surely not be 
'°ng in coming. At least it has the advantage of being relatively inexpensive. 

Finance may well be the principal limiting factor to any further develop- 
ments on Everest. The challenges are there and there are sufficiently skilful 
climbers in the world to take them up - but who will pay? In the past the 
answer has come from the media, industry and government, depending on the 
country concerned, but generally speaking such sources arc only interested in 
br °ad, dramatic and preferably nationalistic objectives. The subtler points of a 
mountain challenge, which may mean a lot to a mountaineer, mean nothing to 
them. It is one thing to obtain sponsorship for the South West Face 
expedition, as Bonington did in 1975, but quite another to obtain it for the 
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South West Face Direct, which is a much discussed objective for the future. 
Apart from the climbers, who can see the challenge, who cares whether the 
route goes straight up the Face or not? 

But there are challenges left, even on the Nepalese side of the mountain, 
which excite the climbers if not the man in the street. They will undoubtedly 
be tough and technical, like the Direct climb just mentioned, though that 
might be the extreme example. There is the South Buttress, which Mcssner 
had his eye on, and there are still oxygenlcss ascents to be made of the West 
Ridge and the Face. 

Demanding though these climbs will be, they will scarcely attract much 
interest from the layman: they are climber’s climbs, filling in the details, 
rounding off the challenges. 

Turning to other directions in the Western Cwm there arc the faces of 
Lhotse and Nuptse - especially Nuptse, whose savage grandeur has already 
attracted attention - and what is perhaps the ultimate high-altitude climb of all 
— the Grand Traverse, an expedition linking Nuptse, Lhotse and Everest in 
one continuous high-level climb. There would be no lack of public interest 
there! But for the moment the Grand Traverse is less a challenge than a 
dream; Man’s daring - or arrogance - has not yet projected him that far ahead. 

Perhaps best of all the remaining challenges is the huge, icy East Face, 
which lies between the South East and North East Ridges, towering over the 
Kangshung Glacier. Climbers have looked down it from the South East Ridge 
and across at it from neighbouring peaks and been both fascinated and 
appalled by what they saw. It looks both difficult and dangerous: a white hell 
of steep avalanche-swept buttresses. 

No Western mountaineer has approached the face of Everest on this side for 
over half a century. What a uniquely splendid pioneering effort it presents! 
And - who knows? - with the relaxation of Chinese ideology it may one day 
become a symbol of co-operation where East and West join together in striving 
for a common goal which has nothing to do with politics or power. ! 
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Post-Monsoon Everest 


The problems of post-monsoon climbing on Everest are increasing cold from 
October to November, and the return of violent west winds, which can 
screech across the mountain at over a hundred miles an hour. Yet at this time 
the atmosphere is extremely clear and there are often days on end when 
visibility is pin sharp for miles. 

Kabru (24,002 ft), in neighbouring Sikkim, was climbed during the 
post-monsoon period of 1935 and as late as 18 November, which is very late 
indeed. But Everest is 5,000 ft higher than Kabru, and early post-monsoon 
forays on the mountain by Shipion in 1935 and the Swiss in 1952 indicated 
that the extra height made an enormous difference. The Japanese had little 
trouble in 1969, but Bonington’s expedition during the autumn of 1972 took a 
terrible beating from the weather: interminable high winds and intense cold. 
Tet three years later Bonington returned and, arriving at the tail end of the 
monsoon, found an incredible period of fine weather which enabled him to 
make a fast ascent by the most difficult route, the South West Face. The 
summit was reached on 24 September. 

The evidence seems to indicate, then, that the best chances for success 
°ccur either between mid-May and mid-June, or between mid-September and 

mid-October. 
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The Height of Everest 


Because both Nepal and Tibet excluded foreigners until comparatively recent 
times the inaccessibility of Mount Everest led to continuous controversy over 
the mountain’s height and name. 

Until the middle of the last century Kangchenjunga (28,307 ft), a peak to 
the east of Everest, on the Sikkim border, was regarded as the highest 
mountain in the world, having supplanted Dhaulagiri (26,811ft) in that 
respect some years previously. In 1849, however, the Great Trigonometrical 
Survey of India began a series of triangulations which included the mountains 
of Nepal. The task of the surveyors was particularly difficult because they 
were not allowed into Nepal itself and had to content themselves with 
observations made from the plains and foothills of India. Faced with a distant 
jumble of high peaks, the nearest ones hiding all but the very tips of those on 
the far-away Tibetan border, the surveyors did what they could in trying to 
make sense out of the tangle. Few of the mountains had names known to the 
surveyors, so they were all given Roman numerals - Kangchenjunga, for 
instance, was Peak VIII. Everest was Peak XV. 

Not until 1852 were the recordings taken in the field completely analysed 
and computed. One day, the legend goes, the Bengali chief computer, 
Radhanath Sikhdar, rushed into the office of Sir Andrew Waugh, the 
Surveyor General in Dehra Dun, and exclaimed, ‘Sir! I have discovered the 
highest mountain in the world!’ The story was first told by Younghusband, 
but later writers connected with the India Survey, such as Burrard, Gulatee 
and Mason, have pointed out that the discovery of Everest’s height was the 
corporate work of field surveyors and computers and not that of any one man— 
certainly not Radhanath Sikhdar, anyway, since he left Dehra Dun in 1849 
and played no pan in computing Everest’s height. The chief computer at the 
time was an Anglo-Indian named Hennessey. 1 

Six observation stations had been used for the sightings of Peak -XV with 
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the average distance over which the readings were taken being 111 miles. The 
computed average height, with corrections, was 29,002 ft. This remained the 
officially accepted height for Everest until 1955. 2 

It was not correct. How could it be with the observations taken at such great 
distances? Even with the finest of instruments, every error in measuring the 
vertical angle gready magnifies the error of the final result when the 
longitudinal distance is great — and there are enough problems to be grappled 
with in computing the height of a mountain widiout adding to them in this 
way. The surveyors realized this, of course, and knew that their final figure 
was little more than informed guesswork. 

The problems in determining the height of a mountain such as Everest were 
outlined by B.L. Gulatee, Director of the Geodetic and Training Circle, 
Survey of India, writing in the Himalayan Journal of 1952. Speaking of 
measuring vertical angles he says: 

The most accurate method is, of course, spirit levelling, which apart from 
the disadvantages of being very slow is quite inapplicable to high peaks. So 
long as the surveyor’s work is confined to short rays to hills of moderate 
height all is plain sailing, but with lofty peaks observed from great distances 
numerous complications set in and the problem comes within the domain of 
higher geodesy, involving a knowledge of advanced theory of refraction, 
plumb-line deflexion, gravity, geoids,’ datums of reference, and so on. 
Indeed many of the technical considerations cannot be elucidated in simple 
language and even geographers find them difficult. 3 

Nevertheless, some hint of the practical difficulties can be grasped fairly 
easily - enough to recognize the complexities of the problem and why the 
height of Everest is by no means certain . 

One of the prime difficulties is in choosing a datum level from which to 
calculate the height. Obviously this level must be the same over a wide area 
(India, for example) or the relative heights in that area would lose all meaning, 
^he geoid is the level used most frequently — that is, mean sea level at the point 
in question. Obviously, since the sea does not actually penetrate into the 
Himalayas it has to be imagined as doing so through some hypothetical canal. . 
If this canal ran through the base of Everest, the height of the mountain would 
be the difference between the water surface and the summit. 

The problem is that the water surface in such a canal would not be at the 
same level as it is on the coast, where the actual measurement takes place. The 
huge mass of Everest above the water would pull it up by gravitational force. 
Perhaps by as much as 150 ft, but since there are insufficient data available to 
®ake a correct assessment of the mountain’s mass the exact effect of the pull is 
not known. So, right from the start, there is a source of error in any 
calculation of the mountain’s height. 
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Another major source of error is the refraction of light rays passing between 
the summit and an observer’s theodolite. The light does not travel in a straight 
line but is refracted according to the changing density of the air through which 
it passes. There is a time of minimum refraction which leads surveyors to 
observe vertical angles only between noon and 3 p.m., as readings taken over a 
distance of 100 miles can vary by 200 seconds of arc between morning and 
afternoon. Also, the shorter the distance involved, the less the refraction, but 
as the early Everest surveyors were working from an average distance of 1 11 
miles, the error due to refraction was considerable - in fact- they applied a 
correction factor of 1,375 ft. 

Two other sources of error are easily understood. In high mountain country 
the liquid levels, by which instruments are set, are pulled upwards by the 
gravitational forces of large mountain masses, and as a result the observed 
angles are too small. Only approximate corrections can be applied to take 
account of this. 

Finally, on a mountain such as Everest, the amount of accumulated snow on 
the summit must fluctuate from season to season, and year to year. As nothing 
can possibly be known of this, it must remain a permanent source of error. 

These examples should be sufficient to show why the height of Everest has 
been altered over the years to the present figure of 29,028 ft. Even this can 
only be regarded as the best figure obtainable to date, with no claim to 
certainty. 

It follows from these considerations that if the height of the mountain is not 
known exactly, then neither are the heights of intermediate points on its ridges 
and faces. Over the years since it was first measured, Everest has officially 
‘gained’ 26 ft (at one stage it actually ‘gained’ more than this, but was reduced 
again) and so the heights reached by various expeditions should be raised in 
proportion. But this is a somewhat pointless exercise, compounding inaccur- 
acies, and so throughout this book all the heights given have been those 
calculated or estimated at the lime of the event. 

Only one thing is certain regarding the height of Everest: it is the highest 
mountain in the world. 

Assertions to the contrary have not been wanting over the years. One of the 
earliest is in a letter from the mountaineer W.W. Graham to the editor of the 
Alpine Journal and dated 3 November 1883. Graham was the first climber to 
visit the Himalaya simply to enjoy the climbing or, as he put it, ‘more for sport 
and adventure than for the advancement of scientific knowledge’. He visited 
Sikkim and in his letter wrote: 

By the way, I believe that Mount Everest will have to take a back seat. 

From the western peak we climbed, west of Kang La, we had a glorious 
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view; and two peaks north-west of Everest arc, we were all agreed, 

considerably higher. 4 

Probably Graham mistook Makalu for Everest and the two peaks to the 
north-west were in fact the real Everest and Lhotse. Graham was a very good 
climber (he made the first ascent of the Aiguille du Gennt in 1882) but, 
presumably because he was out simply for enjoyment, was more than a little 
confused about his exact whereabouts in the Himalaya. His claims regarding 
his achievements in Sikkim, where he claimed to have climbed Kabru 
(24,002 ft), and in Garhwal, where he claimed the first ascent of Changabang 
(22,520ft), are now generally discounted, though they caused heated discus- 
sions in mountaineering and geographic circles at the time. 

More recently, in 1944, American Air Force pilots based in China reported 
that when flying at more than 30,000 ft they observed a peak which was a 
thousand feet higher than them. Its location was north-west of Chengtu in 
West Szechuan province, but the Chinese have never confirmed the existence 
of such a mountain. It is more than likely that the pilots’ altimeters were 
wrong and the mountain they saw was Amne Machin (23,491ft), whose 
sscent was accomplished by the Chinese in 1960. 
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Everest’s Name 


For thirteen years after it was found to be the highest mountain in the world, 
Peak XV had no officially accepted name, but in 1865, at the suggestion of Sir 
Andrew Waugh, Surveyor General of India, it was named after his immediate 
predecessor, Sir George Everest, the man most responsible for the Great 
Trigonometrical Survey. It has been said of Sir George that no man before or 
since has done as much for the geography of Asia, and it would seem a fitting 
„ tribute that his name should be attached to the highest of the great peaks his 
methods had helped to survey. 

But Everest himself was not all that keen on the idea. In 1857, at a meeting 
of the Royal Geographical Society where it was being discussed, he said that 
while he found it gratifying: 

Yet he must confess there were objections to his name being given to this 
mountain which did not strike everybody. One was that his name was not 
pronounceable by the native of India. The name could not be written in 
Persian or Hindi, and the natives could not pronounce it. 1 

He was in a delicate position. While he did not wish to offend his devoted 
followers in the Survey, he knew that to give his name to an Asian mountain 
could create an unwelcome precedent. The official policy was that mountains 
should be given the name by which they are known locally, and this policy was 
strongly supported by the leading geographical societies of the world. 

Waugh, however, had been determined to honour his old chief. As early as 
1856 he had informed Sir Roderick Murchison, President of the Royal 
Geographical Society, about his suggestion, justifying it on the grounds that so 
long as his officers were debarred from entering Nepal it was not likely that he 
would be able to discover a local name for the mountain. Murchison agreed to 
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support him in what was really a charade, for both men knew that local names 
for Peak XV were not wanting. 

Fortunately for Waugh’s plans the reports were conflicting. In 1855, after 
the height of Peak XV and the fact that it was the highest mountain in the 
world had been revealed, Brian Hodgson, who had for some years been a 
Political Officer in Nepal and was a noted linguist, announced that it was 
known locally as Devadhunga. At the same time the three Schlagintweit 
brothers, well-known German explorers, reported that the peak was called 
Gaurisankar in Nepal and Chingopamari in Tibet. Waugh discounted these 
names as unsubstantiated. 

Others were less sure. Some pointed out that Hodgson knew the country 
well, which Waugh’s surveyors did not, and that the name Devadhunga, 
meaning ‘The Abode of Deity’, gave the mountain the religious significance 
one would expect in a Buddhist country like Nepal. I 2 

On the other hand, the name of Gaurisankar was already well known and 
did seem to be based on fact. Much to the dismay of Waugh, it was 
provisionally adopted by the Royal Geographical Society in 1862 and univer- 
sally used on continental maps. In Britain, Douglas Freshfield, a leading 
figure in both the Royal Geographical Society and the Alpine Club, vigorously 
supported the name of Gaurisankar whenever the matter appeared in print 
and, even after the Society changed its mind and adopted the name of Mount 
Everest in 1865, continued to use Gaurisankar. He would never write the 
name Everest except in inverted commas, to show his disapproval. In 1882 he 
wrote: 


I trust that all geographers, or at any rate all mountaineers, will revert to 
die ancient and natural name for the mountain. With every respect for the 
worth of the ‘Indian Survey’ it is impossible to acquiesce in the attempt 
permanently to attach to the highest mountain of the world a personal and 
inappropriate name in place of its own. 3 


The controversy rumbled on for nearly half a century and it was not until 
^03, when Lord Curzon, as Viceroy of India, sent Captain Henry Wood, 
into Nepal to sort the matter out that it was conclusively demonstrated 
tngonometrically that Everest and Gaurisankar were two different peaks 
diirty-six miles apart. 

So Waugh had been vindicated. Devadhunga was unknown and Gaurisank- 
W was a different peak altogether. Sir Sidney Burrard, writing in 1907, said, 


After fifty years of controversy no true native name has been produced for 
Mount Everest: each of those suggested has in time been shown to be 
‘Applicable, and the evidence that no such name exists is overwhelming . 4 

® ut Burrard was wrong, indulging in wishful thinking out of loyalty to the 
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Survey. There was plenty of proof that the native name for Everest was 

Chomolungma, . . 

As early as 1733, D’Anville of Paris had published a map of Tibet which 
correctly marked the position of the mountain and labelled it Tschoumou- 
Lancma’. The map was based on the work of a group of French Capuchin friars 
who lived in Lhasa from 1707 to 1733 and who had returned through Western 
Tibet, constructing a rough map of their journey. If the name Chomolungma 
(whatever its spelling in Western script) was so easily obtainable by a group of 
trave llin g monks, it seems incredible that it was not known to the Indian 
Survey more than a hundred years later. 

In fact it seems to have been deliberately ignored by Waugh in his rigid 
determination to honour Sir George Everest. Later travellers heard the name 
commonly used. Charles Bruce and Dr Kellas heard it from their native 
porters in the early years of this century, and the first expedition to the 
mountain in 1921 received a passport addressed from the Dalai Lama to various 
officials which stated, ‘You are to bear in mind that a party of Sahibs are 
coming to see the Chha-mo-lung-ma mountain . . . ’ 

In Tibet itself members of that expedition heard the mountain invariably 
referred to as Chomolungma and Douglas Freshfield, though by then in his 
late seventies, eagerly took up .the old theme: 

The expedition to the Himalaya of 1921 has accomplished one remarkable 
feat which has as yet hardly obtained a recognition it deserves. It has 
succeeded where the endeavours of the Survey of India during the past 
sixty-six years had singularly failed. 5 

The evidence rather suggests that the Survey of India knew all about 
Chomolungma but chose to ignore it on the grounds that it was imprecise to 
the point of uncertainty. Their case was helped by variations in spelling, such 
as are bound to occur when an eastern word is transcribed into English - for 
example Chomolungma means ‘Goddess Mother of the World’ and is wholly 
appropriate for the name of a mountain, whereas Chamalung (an alternative 
version of the name given on the Tibetan passports of 1921-4) could mean 
‘Bird Land’, which patently refers to a district rather than a peak. 

Evidence that the name referred to the mountain and not the district comes 
from a booklet which the Head Lama of Rongbuk presented to some members 
of the 1936 expedition. The booklet was intended for pilgrims and in 
describing the founding of the monastery it says: 

At that time in a place where the auspicious long-lived five sisters . . . 
walked the earth, in view, namely of the high, self-created, ice mountain 
named Jo-mo-glan-ma, he . . . blessed the place to be a chief scene of 
spiritual attainment. Especially Mkhan-pa-lun . . . 6 . - 
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it means, and similarly Lhotse is preferable to South Peak, Nuptse preferable 
to West Peak. 

Curiously enough, the Government of Nepal has in recent years invented 
yet another name for Everest - Sagarmatha - and a large area of the Khumbu 
is designated the Sagarmatha National Park. Nobody will' take any notice: 
certainly not the local inhabitants. In October 1975 I was walking through the 
Sagarmatha National Park with a Sherpa guide and a porter. The porter was a 
simple, illiterate peasant, the guide one of the modem breed well educated at 
the school in Khumjung. When Everest came into view I turned to the guide 
and said, ‘Ask Lapka what he calls that mountain,’ which he did. 

‘Chomolungma,’ said Lapka, without hesitation. 
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Summary of Expeditions 
to Mount Everest 
1921-79 


1921 

FIRST EVEREST RECONNAISSANCE EXPEDITION 
(British) 

l-cadcr: Lt Col. C.K. Howard-Bury 

Climbing Leader: II. Raeburn. When sickness forced his retirement front the 
expedition, this post was assumed by G.H. Leigh Mallory 
Or A.M. Kcllas, G.H. Bullock, Dr A.F.R. Wollaston, Major ILT. Morshcad 
an<i Major E.O. Wheeler (both from the Survey of India and accompanied by 
'Free native surveyors), Dr A.M. Heron (Geological Survey of India) 
Interpreters: Gyalzcn Knzi and Ghhetan Wattgdi 

nte expedition explored the northern approaches and tl;e Ronshuk and VC ett 
Bungbuk Glaciers. Mallory and Bullock found the approach, over the Let 
Bnngbuk Glacier to the North Col. 

Kcllas died near Kampa D/ong on the approach march, ?ni a 
dted at Tingri D/ong. Kell. is was the oxygen experr for the eipe*d:tten sn ) .-.t j 
tfiuh of his death oxygen was not therefore toed at all.t 
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C.G. Crawford, C.J. Morris, Capt. J.G. Bruce, Dr T.G. Longstaff 
Interpreter: Karma Paul 

Sirdar: Gyaljen (Gyalzen Kazi of the previous year) 

Following the East Rongbuk Glacier and the North East Ridge, a height of 
8,320m. was reached by G.I. Finch and J.G. Bruce using oxygen. Seven 
Sherpa porters were killed by avalanche below the North Col on 7 June. 
Lhakpa, Nurbu, Pasang, Pema, Sange, Dorje and Remba. 

1924 

THIRD EVEREST EXPEDITION (British) 

Leader: Brigadier General C.G. Bruce, but when Bruce contracted malaria on 
the march-in, the leadership was taken over by Lt Col. E.F. Norton 
G.H. Leigh Mallory, Capt. J.G. Bruce, E.O. Shebbeare, N.E. Odell, Major 
R.W.G. Kingston (Doctor), Dr T.H. Somervell, Capt. J.B.L. Noel (Photo- 
grapher), A.C. Irvine, B. Beetham, J. de V. Hazard 
Interpreter: Karma Paul 
Sirdar: Gyaljen 

Norton reached a height of 8,580m. (without oxygen); Mallory and Irvine 
were lost somewhere above 8,450 m. and when last seen were ‘going strong for 
the top’, but it is regarded unlikely that they reached it. 

There were two other losses by death on this expedition: Lance-Naik 
Shamsherpun, a Gurkha, died of a brain haemorrhage, and Man Bahadur, 
Assistant Bootmaker, died of pneumonia following severe frostbite. 

1933 

FOURTH BRITISH EXPEDITION 
Leader: H. Ruttledge 

F.S. Smythe, C.G. Crawford, E.E. Shipton, Dr R. Greene, Capt. E. St J. 
Bimie, P. Wyn Harris, L.R. Wager, J.L. Lon gland, Major H. Boustead, 
T.A. Brocklebank, Dr W. McLean, G. Wood-Johnson, E.O. Shebbeare 
Wireless Operators: W.R. Smyth-Windham, E.C. Thompson 
Interpreter: Karma Paul 
Sirdars: Lewa, Nursang and Sanam Topgye 

Camp VI was established at 8,350m. Three climbers - P. Wyn Harris 
climbing with L. Wager, and later F.S. Smythe climbing alone — reached 
approximately 8,580 m., the same height as Norton in 1924. 

(On this expedition an ice axe was found which must have belonged to either 
Mallory or Irvine.) 
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This same year the Houston Mount Everest Expedition twice flew over the 
summit of Everest in light aeroplanes and took aerial photographs. 

1934 

SOLO ATTEMPT 

Maurice Wilson, eccentric, ex-Captain of the British Army, attempted the 
North Col route alone. He had crossed Tibet in disguise with three Sherpas, 
Tewang, Rinzing and Tsering, who waited for him in vain at Camp III. 
Wilson’s body was found in 1935 at a height of 6,400 m. close to the 1933 food 
dump (and was rediscovered in 1960 by the Chinese expedition). 

1935 

BRITISH RECONNAISSANCE EXPEDITION 
Leader: E.E. Shipton 

L.V. (Dan) Bryant, E.G.H. Kempson, H.W. (Bill) Tilman, Dr C.B.M. 
Warren, E.H.L. Wigram and M.A. Spender (Surveyor) 

Interpreter: Karma Paul, assisted by Dawa 

This small expedition busied itself in the Everest area, exploring, surveying 
3nd mapping, only reaching the Rongbuk valley on 4 July. The North Col was 
reached on 12 July but it was too late in the season for a serious attempt on the 
mountain. M. Spender made a photo-theodolite survey of the Everest region 
from the north. (Among the porters was a young Sherpa, Tenzing, who 
car ned to the North Col. This was the first of his seven expeditions to Everest, 
culminating in the first ascent in 1953.) 

1936 

SIXTH BRITISH EXPEDITION 
Leader: H. Ruttlcdge 

F -S. Smythe, E.E. Shipton, P. Wyn Harris, E.G.H. Kempson, E.H.L. 
Wi gram, Dr C.B.M. Warren, P. Oliver, J. Gavin, C.J. Morris, Dr G.N. 

Humphreys 

Wireless Officer: W.R. Smyth-Windham 

Interpreter: Karma Paul 

Lead Sherpas: Ang Tarkay, Ang Tsering 

This expedition was repulsed by an early onset of the monsoon, but the 
^estern slopes of the North Col were examined and pronounced to be ‘not 

Impossible’. 
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Leader: H.W. Tilman 

E.E. Shipion, F.S. Smyihc, N.E. Odell, C.B.M. Warren, P. Lloyd and P.R. 
Oliver 

Interpreicr (and ‘general factotum’): Karma Paul 
Sirdar: Angtharkay (sometimes written Ang Tarkay) 

This small expedition again met with very heavy snow conditions and an early 
monsoon. They reached 8,320 m. only, but they did it much more cheaply 
than earlier expeditions. 

During the Second World War and in 1947 various serving airmen made 
unauthorized flights over Everest. 

1947 

SOLO ATTEMPT 

Earl Denman, a Canadian, disguised as a Tibetan and with two Sherpas - 
Tenzing and Ang Dawa - made an illicit journey across Tibet to Everest and 
climbed to just below the North Col (c. 7,150 m.). 

1950 

ANGLO-AMERICAN NEPAL RECONNAISSANCE 

D. Houston, Dr C. Houston, H.W. Tilman, A. Bakewell and Mrs E.S. 
Cowles 

Sherpas: Gyalgen, Da Namgyal, Pa Norbu and Saki; also a young Sherpa 
Danu (said to be a brother of Angtharkay); and ‘Dicky’, a Sherpani 
(believed to be wife of Saki) 

While this was not a mountaineering expedition, it was the first party to be 
allowed access to the Sola Khumbu region and it reconnoitred the route to 
the Khumbu Glacier, which they followed to the foot of the Icefall. 
Climbing to a vantage point on the west of the glacier, they had hoped to 
see into the Western Cwm and to the South Col, but it was shielded by a 
shoulder of Nuptse. 

1951 

ANOTHER CLANDESTINE ATTEMPT 

K.B. Larsen (Denmark) left Darjeeling with four Sherpas. Crossing into 
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Nepal be engaged three more Shcrpas, and at Namche Bazar enlarged his 
Shcrpa team to twelve. Failing to cross into Tibet by the Lho La, he 
managed to traverse the Nangpa La and travelled on to Rongbuk. Just 
below the North Col his Shcrpas refused to go any further and he was forced 
to abandon his attempt on Everest. 

1951 

RECONNAISSANCE EXPEDITION (British) 

Leader: E.E. Shipton 

M.P. Ward, T. Bourdillon, W.H. Murray and New Zealanders E. Hillary 
and H. Riddiford 
Sirdar: Angtharkay 

(Dr Dutt of the Geological Survey of India was also attached to the 

expedition) 

This was a post-monsoon exploratory expedition on behalf of the Alpine 
Club and the Royal Geographical Society. It explored the Nepal 
approaches to Everest and climbed the Khumbu Icefall, almost into the 
Western Cwm. 

1952 

THE SWISS EXPEDITIONS 

Two expeditions sponsored by the Swiss Foundation for Alpine Research 
made serious attempts to climb Everest from the south: 

the spring assault: 

Leader: Dr E. Wyss-Dunant 

G. Chevalley, R. Lambert, R. Dittert, L. Flory, R. Aubert, A. Roch, J.-J. 
Asper, E. Hofstetter 
Sirdar: Tenzing 

(Also included were two naturalists: Dr A. Lombard and A. Zimmermann) 

The expedition climbed the Geneva Spur to the South Col. Lambert and 
Tenzing reached a high point of 8,595 m. on the South East Ridge. 

post-monsoon attempt: 

Leader: G. Chevalley 

R. Lambert, E. Reiss, J. Buzio, A. Spohel, G. Gross, N.G. Dyhrenfurth 
Sirdar: Tenzing 

A Sherpa,' Mingma Dorje, was killed by falling ice while fixed ropes were 
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being set up on the Lhotse Face. Despite this the route up the face was 
opened up and the South Col reached; this has since become the classic 
route. Bad weather prevented the climbers from progressing beyond the 
South Col. 

1952 

Frequent reports have told of a Soviet attempt on Everest from the Tibetan 
side during October. The attempt was unsuccessful and it was said that six 
climbers, including the leader, Pawel Datschnolian. were killed. 

1952 

In preparation for their 1953 expedition, British and New Zealand climbers 
went to Cho Oyu. 

Leader; E.E. Shipton 

L.G.C. Pugh, C. Secord, A. Gregory, T. Bourdillon, R. Colledge and New 
Zealanders: G. Lowe, H. Riddiford, E. Hillary 

1953 

BRITISH EXPEDITION: FIRST ASCENT 

Leader: Colonel H.C.J. Hunt 
Deputy Leader: Dr R.C. Evans 

G. Band, T. Bourdillon, A. Gregory, E.P. Hillary, W.G. Lowe, C.W.F. 

Noyce, Dr M.P. Ward, M. Westmacott, C.G. Wylie 

Physiologist: L.G.C. Pugh 

Cameraman: T. Stobart 

Correspondent for The Times : J. Morris 

Sirdar: Tenzing (known variously as Tenzing, Khansana, Tenzing Bhotia or 
Tenzing Norgay) 

This was a strong, well-led, well-equipped and determined expedition and was 
rewarded with success. The South Summit was reached on 26 May by R.C. 
E'.ans and T. Bourdillon (using closed-circuit oxygen apparatus), and the 
mam summit on 29 May by E.P. Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing (using 

open -circuit apparatus). 
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1956 

EVEREST/LHOTSE EXPEDITION (Swiss) 

Leader: A. Eggler 
Deputy Leader: W. Diehl 

H. Grimm, Dr E. Lcuchtold, F. Luchsinger, J. Marmet, F. Miiller, E. Reiss, 
A. Reist, E. Schmied, H. Von Guntcn 

Sirdar: Pasang Dawa Lama (Dawa Tenzing took over when Pasang fell ill) 

A single Swiss expedition climbed both Everest and Lhotse. The summit of 
Everest was reached on 21 May by E. Schmicd and J. Marmet, and again on 
22 May by A. Reist and H. Von Gunten. (Lhotse was climbed on 18 May by 
F. Luchsinger and E. Reiss.) 

1958 

In preparation for a planned joint expedition later, Chinese and Russian 
mountaineers (Leaders: Chuj Din and J. Beletzki) visited Everest on recon- 
naissance. They reached a height of 6,400m. below the North Col. (The 
planned joint expedition did not later take place.) 

1960 

Simultaneous attempts were made on Everest by Indian mountaineers from 
the South and Chinese from the North. 

FIRST INDIAN EXPEDITION 
Leader: Brigadier G. Singh 

Da Namgyal, Ang Tcmba, Nawang Gombu (Sherpa instructors from Hima- 
layan Institute, Darjeeling), Capt. N. Kumar, Sonam Gyatso, K. Bunshah, Fit 
Lt A.K. Chaudhury, R.V. Singh, B.D. Misra, C.P. Vohra, Capt. A.B. 
Jungawala, M.S. Kohli 

Doctors: Fit Lt N.S. Bhagwanarii, Capt. S.K. Das 

Cameraman: C.V. Gopal 

Transport Officer: Fit Lt A.J.S. Grewal 

Signal Officer: Lt S.C. Nanda 

Meteorologist: K.U. Shankar Rao 

Secretary: Sohan Singh 

Liaison Officer: Dhanbir Rai 

A height of 8,625 m. was reached by Gombu, Kumar and Sonam Gyatso. 
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CHINESE EXPEDITION 
Leader: Shih Chan-chun 

With an expedition of 214 men and women (one third of whom were Tibetan) 
the Chinese claimed to have reached the summit on 25 May. The three 
‘summiters’ were Wang Fu-chou, Kombu and Chu Yin-hua; there were no 
summit photographs (it was night time when they reached the top) and some 
Western experts doubted the truth of the Chinese claim. (Shih Chan-chun was 
again leader of the 1975 expedition which was proven to be successful; there is 
now much more readiness generally to believe that the Chinese did succeed in 
1960 also.) 

1962 

FOUR-MAN BID 

Three Americans and one Swiss - W.W. Sayre, N.C. Hansen, R.A. Hart and 
H.P. Duttle - crossed the Nup La (5,915 m.) from Nepal into Tibet and 
made an unsanctioned attempt on Everest from the north. They reached the 
top of the North Col (7,600 m.). 

1962 

SECOND INDIAN EXPEDITION 
Leader: Major John Dias 

Lt M.S. Kohli, Sonam Gyatso, C.P. Vohra, Fit Lt A.K. Chowdhury, Capt. 
A.B. Jungawala, Gurdial Singh, Hari Dang, Capt. Mulk Raj, K.P. Sharma, 
D.P. Sharma, Suman Dubey, Dr A.N.D. Nanavati, Capt. M.A. Soares 
Sirdar: Ang Tharkay 

The highest point (8,720m.) was reached on 30 May, by the South Col 
route. One Sherpa, Nawang Tsering, was killed during the course of the 
expedition after being hit by a stone from the Lhotse Face. 

1963 

AMERICAN EXPEDITION 
Leader: N.G. Dyhrenfurth 

A.A. Auten, B.C. Bishop, J.E. Breitenbach, J.B. Corbet, D.L. Dingman, 
D.E. Doody, R.M. Emerson, T.F. Hornbein, L.G. Jerstad, J.T. Lester, 
M.M. Miller, R. Pownall, B.W. Prather, G. Roberts, J.O.M. Roberts, W.E. 
Sin, J.R. Ullman, W.F. Unsoeld, J.W. Whittaker ' ■ 

Sherpa Sirdar: Pasang Phutar 
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. (Angchcrring also acted as a Sherpa organizer, Nawang Gombu and Ang 
Dawa IV were ‘semi-sahibs’) 

Liaison Officer: Prabakhcr Shumsherc Jung Bahadur Rana 

This expedition put six men on the summit and achieved the first traverse of 
the mountain. On 1 May J. Whittaker and Nawang Gombu reached the 
summit via the South Col route: L. Jcrstad and B. Bishop repeated the South 
Col route to the summit on 22 May; and the same day T. Hombcin and W. 
Unsocld reached the summit after the first ascent of the West Ridge. They met 
Jerstad and Bishop just below the South Summit, all spent a free bivouac at 
about 8,600m. and together descended the South Col route. (J.E. Breitenbach 
was killed in the Iccfall during the approach to the climb.) 

' 1965 

THIRD INDIAN EXPEDITION 
Leader: Commander M.S. Kohli 

Lt Col. N. Kumar (Deputy Leader), Nawang Gombu, Sonant Gyatso, Gurdial 
Singh, C.P. Vohra, Major Mulk Raj, Sonam Wangyal, Capt. A.S. Cheema, 
Capt. H.V. Bahaguna, Capt. J.C. Joshi, Dr Lala Teland, H.C.S. Rawat, Ang 
Kami, Major B.P. Singh, Major H.P.S. Ahluwalia, Capt. A.K. Chakravarti, 

G. S. Bhangu, Hav. Balakrishnan 
Liaison Officer: Lt B.N. Rana 
Sherpa Sirdar: Ang Tsering 
Assistant Sherpa Sirdar: Phu Dorje 

This expedition was rewarded with success. On 20 May the summit was 
reached by A.S. Cheema and Nawang Gombu (Gombu’s second ascent), on 22 
May Sonam Gyatso and Sonam Wangyal stood on the summit; on 24 May it 
was the turn of C.P. Vohra and Ang Kami, and on 29 May H.P.S. Ahluwalia, 

H. C.S. Rawat and Phu Dorje. All ascents were by the South Col route. 

1966-9 

During this period the mountains of Nepal were closed to climbers. 

There were many reports of Chinese activity on the north side of Everest. A 
Chinese scientific expedition was reported to have set up an observation post 
on the North Col; other reports suggest that as many as twenty-six climbers 
were lost on the North Col in 1966. In 1969 another story came from the New 
China News Agency to the effect that three surveyors had scaled Everest. 

All these accounts are unsubstantiated, but a book of photographs was 
published entitled A Photographic Record of the Mount Jolmo Lungma Scientific 
Expedition 1966-1968. 
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1969 

In the spring of 1969 Nepalese restrictions on climbing expeditions were 
lifted. A Japanese team set off to reconnoitre the South-West Face of Everest. 
The party included Naomi Uemura. 

The Japanese returned in the autumn with a larger reconnaissance party: 
Leader: H. Mihashita 

N. Uemura, M. Konishi etc. (twelve members in all) 

At the end of October a height of 8,000 m. was reached (the Rock Band) by 
several members of the team. 

Another Japanese team were on Everest preparing for the South Col ski 
expedition the following year. Phu Dorje, Sirdar to the ski expedition, was 
killed in the Icefall on 18 October. 

1970 

JAPANESE (SOUTH WEST FACE) EXPEDITION . _ - 

Leader: Saburo Matsukata (aged seventy) 

S. Hirano, M. Doi, M. Konishi, Miss Setuko Wanatabe, T. Kano, T. 
Kanzaki, H. Nishigori, N. Uemura, K. Narita, K. Kano, Y. Kamiyama, A. 
Yoshikawa, C. Ando, H. Sagono, R. Itoh, M. Nakashima, K. Hirotani, S. 
Ohmori, M. Kono, M. Osada, J. Inoue, K. Kimura, H. Aizawa, S. Satoh, M. 
Harada, K. Taira, T. Naito, T. Noguchi, S. Tateno, H. Nakagawa, S. 
Matsukata, H. Ohtsuka, S. Sumiyoshi, Y. Matsuda, Y. Fuhita, K. Hira- 
bayashi, T. Matsuura, H. Tamura, H. Nakajima 

The expedition failed to improve.on the 1969 performance^and after a number 
of setbacks turned all their attention to the South Col route. Oh 11 May the 
summit was reached by T. Matsuura and N. Uemura; and on the following 
day by K. Hirabayashi and Sherpa Chotare. Miss Wanatabe set up a women’s 
altitude record by climbing to the South Col (8,000 m.). Kyak Tsering (Sherpa) 
was killed in the Icefall on 9 April; Kujoshi Narita, one of, the Japanese 
members, died of a heart attack at Camp 1 on 21 April. 

JAPANESE SKI EXPEDITION 

An expedition of thirty-four members, including two skiers and a team of 
cameramen, were on Everest to film a ski descent from the South Col. 

Y . Miura descended the Lhotsc Face on ski from the South Col by the couloir 
which separates the Geneva Spur from the South Face of Everest. He reached 
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a reported speed of 1 50 km. per hour and slowed down by means of 
parachutes. A successful film was made of his descent into the Western Cwm 
Six Sherpas were killed by an avalanche in the Iccfall on 5 April. 


1971 


INTERNATIONAL EXPEDITION 

Leader: N.G. Dyhrenfurth 

Joint Leaden Lt Col. J.O.M. Roberts 

J. Evans, D. Whillans, D. Hasten, N. Uemura, R. Ito, L. Schlommer, D. 
Peterson, G. Collivcr, T. Hiebeler, W. Axt, M. Vauchcr, Mrs Y. Vaucher, P. 
Mazeaud, C. Mauri, O. Eliasscn, J. Teigland, D. Isles, H. Bahaguna, F.D. 
Blume, Dr P. Steele. 

The expedition was accompanied by an eight-man B.B.C. television team 
under A. Thomas: J. Clcare, I.F. Howell, N. Kelly, I. Stuart, J. Surdel, W. 
Kurban, A. Chesterman 

Sunday Times reporter M. Sayle and a geologist, H. Gurung 
Liaison Officer: Capt. Vishnu Prasad Sharma 
Sherpa Sirdars: Sona Girme and Lhakpa Khumjung 

The original intention was to launch simultaneous attacks on the South West 
Face and the West Ridge and the team divided itself between the two 
objectives. The Indian member of the expedition, Harsh Bahaguna, died in 
Particularly tragic circumstances on 18 April, and subsequently sickness, 
depression and ill-feeling beset the team. The West Ridge bid was abandoned 
in favour of the South Col route, but later that too was forsaken and all 
a ttention focused on the South West Face. Haston and Whillans (supported 
by the Japanese pair and high-altitude Sherpas) pushed to a height of 8,350 m. 
before lack of resources forced a retreat. 


1971 

ARGENTINE POST-MONSOON EXPEDITION 


Leader: Lt Col. H.C. Tolosa _ ^ rl T e 

c - Comensarna, Capt. N. Azuage, J. Carlos, J.B. Barrientos, E. Burgos, J.S. 
Fernandes, J.L. Fonrouge, J.M. Iglesias, J.M. Llavar, O. Fellegnm, J 
Pcterek, G. Robles, A. Rosasco, A.M. Serrano, J. Skyarca, G. Vieiro, U. 
v «ale, J.E. Viton 


The expedition reached the South Col but was forced to withdraw at the end 
of October because of high winds and an unfavourable weather forecast. 
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1972 

EUROPEAN EXPEDITION 

Leader: Dr K.M. Herrligkoffer 
Deputy Leader: M. Anderl 
Climbing Leader: F. Kuen 

D. Whillans, D. Scott, H. Maclnnes, A. Huber, W. Haim, L. Brcitcnberger, 
P. Bednar, P. Perner, H. Schneider, A. Weissensteiner, A. Sager, H. Berger, 
S. Maag 

Scientists: Alice Von Holb, Dr J. Zeits, Dr M. Fach, U. Mehler 
Cameraman: J. Gorter 
Liaison Officer: Mr Pandi 

Like the International Expedition of 1971, this one was riven by personality 
and organizational problems; despite relatively good conditions the team were 
unable to improve on the 1971 position. On 20 May Kuen and Huber reached 
a position of c. 8,300 m. 

(Mischa Saleki, an Iranian climber, joined the expedition for a time. Horst 
Vitt died at Gorak Shep hurrying to take over as Base Camp Manager from 
Professor E. Huttl, who had been flown home with altitude problems before 
reaching Base Camp.) 

1972 

BRITISH SOUTH WEST FACE EXPEDITION 

Leader: C.J.S. Bonington 
Deputy Leader: J.O.M. Roberts 

M. Burke, N. Estcourt, D. Haston, K. Kent, H. Maclnnes, D. Scott, G. 

Tiso, D. Bathgate, Dr B. Rosedale ' 

Base Camp: Beth Burke, T. Tighe 

Liaison Officer: Dr R.B. Subba 

Sherpa Sirdar: Pembatharke 

Asst. Sirdar: Sona Hishy 

A post-monsoon expedition. Appalling weather prevented climbing above 
8,300m.; the climbers were stopped at the Rock Band, which halted the 
spring expedition. 

(Tony Tighe died in the Icefall during the withdrawal from the mountain. 
There were very good performances from several of the high-altitude Sherpas. 
Ang Phu went eight times to Camp V; Ang Phurba, Pertemba and Jangbo 
went four or five times to Camp V and twice to Camp VI.) 
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1973 

ITALIAN EXPEDITION 

Leader (of sixty-four-man team): G. Monzino 

Deputy Leaders: P. Nave and G. Pistino 

Climbing Leader: R. Stella 

Doctor: P. Corretelli 

Sherpa Sirdar: Lhakpa Tenzing 

This massive expedition, which used helicopters for transporting luggage 
through the Icefall and employed 100 Shcrpas, succeeded in putting eight men 
on the summit via the South-Col route: 

5 May M. Minusso, R. Carrel, Sherpa Lhakpa Tensing and Sambu Tamang 
, (Nepal) 

7 May F. Innamorati, V. Epis, C. Beneditti, and Sherpa Sonam Gyalzcn 


1973 

JAPANESE POST-MONSOON EXPEDITION 
Leader: M. Yuasa 

This was another large (forty-cight-man) expedition and divided its attention 
between the South West Face and the South Col route. 

The South West Face Party (led by J. Endo) were again halted at approxi- 
mately 8,300 m. on 26 October. Sherpa Jangbu was killed by avalanche on 12 
October. 

The South Col party met with better success. The summit was reached on 25 
October by H. Ishiguro and Y. Kato, thus making the first post-monsoon 
success. . Though forced to bivouac on the way down, they escaped severe 
permanent injury. 


1974 


SPANISH EXPEDITION 


Leader: J.I. Lorente Zigaza 

A.A.V. Rosen, A.L. Bidarte, F.U. Camera, A.A. Dies, 
Larrea, L.I.D. Uriarte, L.M.S. de Olazagoitia, J.V. 
Senosiain, F.L. Aquirre, A.L. Herrero 


L.A. AIzuart, J.C. 
Gurruchaqa, R.G. 


This expedition was prevented from climbing the South Col route by high 
winds. Camps were established on the col and the summit ndge and twice 
teams were poised for the final assault. The highest point reached was 
8,500 m. on 11 June by Rosen and Uriarte, the second summit pair. The first 
Pair, Sehosiairi and AIzuart, were both badly frostbitten. 
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FRENCH WEST RIDGE EXPEDITION 
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Leader: G. Devouassoux 
Deputy Leader: G. Payot 

C. Ancey, D. Audibert, F. Audibert, J.-P. Balmat, D. Ducroz, Dr E. 
Lasserre, C. Mollier, P. Tairraz 

The aims of this post-monsoon expedition were to put all members on the 
summit and to climb the entire West Ridge from a point below the Lho La, 
the Tntegrale’ (Americans in 1963 had joined the West Ridge at the West 
Shoulder). Political considerations forced them to avoid the Lho La itself, but 
they succeeded in reaching the ridge and established Camp 3 at 6,900 m. on 
the crest of the West Shoulder. On 9 September an avalanche completely 
destroyed Camps 1 and 2, killing (Camp 2) G. Devouassoux and four Sherpas; 
(Camp 1) Sherpa Nigma Wanchu. The expedition was abandoned. 

1975 

JAPANESE LADIES’ EXPEDITION 
Leader: Mrs Eiko Hisano 

Mrs Junko Tabei, M. Mamita, F. Nasu, Mrs Y. Watanabe, S. Kitamura, Mrs 
M. Naganuma, Mrs S. Fuhiwara, T. Hirashima, Y. Mihara, R. Schioura, F. 
Arayma, S. Naka, Y. Taneya, and Dr M. Sakaguchi 
Sherpa Sirdar: Ang Tshering 

On 16 May Junko Tabei became the first woman to stand on the summit of 
Everest; she was accompanied by Sherpa Sirdar Ang Tschering; they had 
climbed the South Col route. 

(A serious avalanche had previously devastated Camp II, injuring Mrs Tabei 
and two Sherpas.) 

1975 

CHINESE EXPEDITION 

During the spring of 1975 another expedition was busy on the northern slopes 
of the mountain. 

Leader: Shih Chan-chu 

Deputy Leader: Phantog, a Tibetan lady climber 

The expedition was organized by a ‘Party Committee’ which included Wang 
Fu-chou, one of the 1960 ‘summit’ party. This was a very large expedition 
(410 persons) run on military lines; in fact it seems troops were used as a 
transport column up to the North Col and ‘scouts’ employed to prepare the 
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route. The first summit attempt (thirty-three men, seven women) were beaten 
back by continuous storms, but from an assault camp at 8,680m. nine 
climbers set off for the summit, which they reached at 14.30 hours. The nine- 
Phantog, Sodnam Norbu, Lotse, Samdrup, Dharphuntso, Kunga Pasang, 
Tsering Tobygal, Hgapo Khyen (all Tibetan) and Hon Sheng-fu (Chinese) - 
remained on the summit seventy minutes and performed various scientific 
tasks. Phantog thus became the second woman to climb Everest. Oxygen was 
used sparingly; the climbers inhaled briefly from their cylinders during rest 
periods only. Wu Tsung-yeuh died after a fall from 8,500m. 


1975 

BRITISH SOUTH-WEST FACE EXPEDITION 

Leader: C.J.S. Bonington 
Deputy Leader: H. Maclnnes 

P ■ Boardman, M. Boysen, P. Braithwaite, M. Burke, M. Cheney, C. Clarke 

(doctor), D. Clarke, J. Duff (doctor), N. Estcourt, A. Fyffe, A. Gordon, D. 

Haston, M. Rhodes, R. Richards, D. Scott, M. Thompson 

Liaison Officer: Lt Mohan Pratap Gurung 

Gurkha Signallers: L/C Jai Kumar Rai, Cpl Prcmbahadur Thapa 

B.B.C. TV team: A. Chcstcrman, N. Kelly, C. Railing, I. Stuart 

Sunday Times Reporter: K. Richardson 

Sherpa Sirdar: Pertemba 

Asst. Sirdar: Ang Phu 

"Phis post-monsoon expedition met with success after discovery of a ramp 
which solved the problem of the Rock Band. D. Scott and D. Haston reached 
die summit on 24 September (with a bivouac afterwards on the South 
Summit); P. Boardman and Sherpa Pertemba repeated the climb on 26 
September; Mick Burke disappeared the same day after making what was 
probably the first solo ascent of the mountain. (This expedition employed a 
Sherpa team of eighty-two - including Tamangs and Gurkha soldiers. There 
were thirty-three high-altitude Sherpas and twenty-six Iccfall Sherpas; the 
B.B.C. team also had eight high-altitude Sherpas under their Sirdar Jagaunan 
(Tamang); the Base Camp Sirdar was Lhakpa Thondup and the Head Cook 
Puma.) 


1976 


OINT ARMY M. A. /ROYAL NEPALESE ARMY EXPEDITION 

-eader: LtCol. H.R.A. Strcather, O.B.E. - 

dajor G.D.B. Keelan, Capt. T.D. Thompson, Capt Sir Crispin Agncw of 
-ochnaw Bt, Cpl Basantakumar Rai, Capt. M.G. le G. Bridges, Major 



Appendix 4 

M.W.H. Day, R.L. Faux {The Times), Major J.W. Fleming, Sgt M.R. 
francis, Capt. N.F. Gifford, Capt. PAV. Gunson, Lt Col. R.N. Hardie, Major 

I . J.Hellberg, Dr PJ. Homiblow, Capt. C. Johnson, L. Cpl S. Johnson, Capt. 
M.H. Kefford, Capt. M.T. King, Cpl M.P. Lane, Capt. B.H. Martindale, 
Major A.J. Muston, Cpl Nandaraj Gurung, Cpl Narbu Sherpa, Capt. P. 
Neame, Capt. P.B. Page, Lt Col. J.D.C. Peacock (Base Camp Manager), Lt 

J. P. Scott, Sgt J.H. Stokes, Capt. P.R. West, F/O G.P. Armstrong, Major 
Bhagirath Narsingh Rana, Subadar Krishna Bahadur Karlo, Cpl Bishnu 
Bahadur 

Liaison Officer: Lt Gopal Raj Pokhrel 
Sherpa Sirdar: Sonam Girmi 

Gurkha Signallers: Jaikumar Rai (Base Camp), Cpl Prembahadur Thapa 
(Namche Bazar) 

(There were ten high-altitude Sherpas, fifteen Icefall porters, the Base Camp 
cook was Gurkha Rifleman Ramkrishna Gurung and Advance Base cook 
Dawa Tenzing and there was a strong support party.) 

M. Lane and J. Stokes reached the summit on 16 May by the South Col route; 
they were forced to bivouac just below the South Summit on the way down 
and suffered serious frostbite injury. Earlier in the expedition T. Thompson 
had been lulled when he fell into a crevasse near Camp II. 

1976 

AMERICAN BICENTENNIAL EXPEDITION ' (Post-Monsoon) 
Leader: P. Trimble 

H. Bruyntjes (Netherlands), Arlene D. Blum, C. Chandler, R. Cormac, D. 
Crouch, D. Emmett, F. Morgan, R. Ridgeway, Barbara and G.A. Roach 
Film Crew: M. Hoover, P. Pelafian, J. Wright, P. White 
Reporter: J. Kazickas 

Interpreter/Advance Base Manager: J. Reinhard 

Liaison Officer: Dilu Prasad Benju 

Base Camp Manager: Sherpa Pasang Kame 

Thirty-four Sherpas excluding cooks, mail runners etc. The summit was 
reached on 8 October by C. Chandler and R. Cormack following the South Col 
route (a third member of the summit team, Ang Phurba, turned back when 
his oxygen system failed). A second summit bid was frustrated by high winds 
and cold. 
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1977 

NEW ZEALAND EXPEDITION 

Leader: K. Woodford 
Deputy Leader: R. Cunningham 

M. Andrews, R. Price, Fr M. Mahoney, M. Browne, N. Banks and A. 
Twomey (Canada) 

Base Camp was established on 10 March and no porters were used above this 
point. After initial good progress, bad weather and limited manpower slowed 
them down; Camp V (still below the South Col) was the highest camp placed, 
at 7,570 m. Brown and Mahoney reached the South Col on 14 May, but this 
was as high as the expedition could go and they began the retreat the following 
day. 

1977 

SOUTH KOREAN EXPEDITION (Post-Monsoon) 

Leader: Young Do Kim 
Sixteen members in the team 
Sherpa Sirdar: Ang Phurba 
Base Camp Sirdar: Lakpa Tenzing 

This expedition enjoyed the best weather conditions ever known by an Everest 
expedition, and made good progress. A first summit bid by Sang-yul Park and 
Ang Phurba failed 100 m. below the summit; the second on 15 September was 
successful and the mountain was climbed (by the South Col route) by 
Sang-Dori Ko and Pemba Norbu. The Sherpas reported that only two of the 
climbing team got to the South Col (the Koreans later claimed this was four), 
to get these two (or four) men to the South Col and above, all twenty-two 
high-altitude porters carried to the South Col, as did six Icefall porters, a very 
high Sherpa/Korean ratio. 

1978 

AUSTRIAN EXPEDITION 

Leader: W. Nairz _ „ . _ 

Dr O. Olz, H. Bergmann, J. Knoll, H. Hagner, Dr R. Margretter, F. 

Oppurg, R. Schauer, H. Schell 

Attached to this expedition was a two-man team attempung Everest without 
artificial oxygen: R. Messner (Italy) and P. Habeler 
HTV Film Crew: L. Dickinson, E. Jones 
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Reporters: R. Faux {The Times), W. Lopacka, R. Karl (a climber but 
reporting for Bunte IUustrierte as well) 

Sherpa Sirdar. Ang Phu 
Asst. Sirdar: Dati 
Liaison Officer: Sen 

Early in the expedition the Messner-Habeler team realized they would not be 
able to climb the ‘South Pillar’ as they had hoped and opted to follow the 
South Col route for their oxygenless attempt. Both teams co-operated in 
route-finding and establishment of camps and the summit was reached: 

3 May by R. Schauer, Ang Phu, W. Nairz, H. Bergmann 

8 May by R. Messner and P. Habeler - the first ascent totally without oxygen 

apparatus 

11 May by O. Olz and R. Karl 

14 May by F. Oppurg (probably the second solo ascent) 

(Sherpa Dawa Nuru was killed in the Icefall.) 

1978 

PERSIAN/CHINESE ‘TRAINING’ EXPEDITION 

It is reported that in April 1978 fifteen Iranian mountaineers joined twenty 
Chinese mountaineers for an expedition to the north side of Everest. They had 
a support team of forty people as well as local porters (100), sixty soldiers and 
thirty yaks. Camp 4 was established on the North Col and nine Chinese and 
two Iranians are said to have reached 7,500 m. on 21 May, before the 
expedition was halted by the early approach of the monsoon. 

1978 

GERMAN POST-MONSOON EXPEDITION AND FRENCH 
POST-MONSOON EXPEDITION 

These two expeditions shared a permit and Liaison Officer but retained a 
certain amount of independence on the mountain. 

GERMAN TEAM: 

Leader: Dr K.M. Herrligkoffer 

Deputy Leader: Sigi Hupfauer 

Asst. Deputy Leader: Wanda Rutkiewicz (Poland) 

H. Daum, J.F. Daum, H. Engl, G. Harter, H. Hillmaier, H. Kirchberger, 
W. Klimek, B. Kullmann, J. Mack, G. Ritter, Marianne and S. Walter, R. 
Allenbach (Switzerland) 

Support team: M. Rink, F. Seiler, H. Wehrs 
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Asst. Doctor: H. Latibe 

Cameraman: H. Schumann 

Base Camp Organizer: Doris Kustermann 

The following summit climbs were made by the German team: 

14 October: H. Hillmaicr, J. Mack, and H. Engl, who climbed without using 
artificial oxygen. 

16 October: S. Hupfauer, W. Klimck, R. Allenbach, W. Rutkiewicz, Sherpa 
Ang Kami, and Sherpas Ang Dorje and Mingma who climbed without 
oxygen. 

17 October: G. Ritter, B. Kullmann. 

(Miss Rutkiewicz became the first Pole and, at the same time, the first 
European woman to climb Everest.) 

FRENCH team: 

Leader: P. Mazcaud 

J. Afanassieff, N. Jaeger, K. Diemberger (Austrian) 

15 October: J. Afanassieff, N. Jaeger, P. Mazeaud and K. Diemberger 
reached the summit 

(At forty-nine, Pierre Mazcaud became the oldest man to have so far climbed 
Everest.) 

The German and French ascents were all by the South Col route. 

1979 

YUGOSLAV WEST RIDGE EXPEDITION 
Leader: T. Skarja 

This expedition was the first to climb the entire ridge from the Lho La. After 
two summit bids had failed, J. Zaplotnik and A. Stremfelj reached the summit 
^ter more than eight hours from their highest camp (6). Two days later the 
summit was reached again by two more Yugoslavs with Sherpa Ang Phu. 
Tragically Ang Phu was killed in a fall from the ridge when returning to Camp 
4; he was the first man to have climbed Everest twice by two separate routes. 
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Fatalities on 
Mount Everest 
1921-79 


The following have died during the course of expeditions to climb Mount 
Everest: 

1921 

Dr A.M. Kellas (Br.) died near Kampa Dzong. 

A coolie also died at Tingri Dzong. 

1922 

Seven Sherpa porters - Lhakpa, Nurbu, Pasang, Pema, Sange, Dorje and 
Remba - were killed by an avalanche below the North Col (7 June). 

1924 

Lance-Naik Shamsherpim (Gurkha) died of a haemorrhage of the brain. 

Man Bahadur (Assistant Bootmaker) died of pneumonia following frostbite 
(25 May). 

George Leigh Mallory and Andrew Irvine (Br.) disappeared on a summit 
attempt (8 June). 

1934 

Maurice Wilson (Br.) died of exhaustion on the East Rongbuk Glacier during 
a solo attempt. 

1952 

Mingma Dorje (Sherpa) was killed by falling ice on the Lhotse Face (31 
October). 

(Two porters died of exposure during the march-in.) 

(1952) 

(Unconfirmed reports have stated that six Russian climbers perished at a 
height of 26,800 ft on the North Face of Everest during December.) 
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1962 

Nawang Tsering (Sherpa) killed by falling rock on the Lhotse Face during the 
course of an Indian expedition. 

1963 

John Breitenbach (U.S.A.) killed in the Icefall (23 March). 

.(1966) 

(Unconfirmed. Frequent reports mention a disastrous Chinese expedition on 
which, of the twenty-five or twenty-six men who climbed to the North Col, 
only two came back.) 

1969 

Phu Dorje (Sherpa) killed in the Icefall (18 October) during a Japanese 
expedition. 

1970 

Six Sherpas killed by a huge glacier avalanche in the Icefall during a Japanese 
skiing expedition (5 April). 

Kyak Tsering (Sherpa) killed by a fall of seracs in the Icefall (9 April). 

Kiyoshi Narita (Japanese) died of a heart attack at Camp 1 (21 April). 

1971 

Harsh Bahaguna (Indian) died of exhaustion and exposure on the International 
South West Face expedition (18 April). 

1972 

Horst Vitt (German) died at Gorak Shep on his way to take over dudes as Base 
Camp Manager on European South West Face expedition. 

1972 

Tony Tighe (Australian) killed by a falling serac in the Icefall on the Bndsh 
South West Face expedition. 

1973 

Jangbu (Sherpa) killed by an avalanche on Japanese South West Face 

expedition. 

1974 

Gerard Devouassoux and five Sherpas killed by an avalanche dunng a French 
expedition to the West Ridge (9 September). 

1975 

Wu Tsung-ycuh (Chinese) died of exhaustion during the Chinese North Face 
expedition (fell at 8,500m.). 
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1975 

Mingma Nuru (Sherpa) drowned near Base Camp on British South West Face 
expedition. 

Mick Burke (Br.) disappeared near the summit of Everest after climbing the 
South West Face (26 September). 

1976 

Terry Thompson (Br.) lost in a crevasse near Camp II during British- 
Nepalese Army expedition (10 April). 

1978 

Dawa Nuru (Sherpa) lost in the Icefall during the course of Austrian 
expedition. 

1979 

Ang Phu (Sherpa) killed in a fall from the West Ridge above Camp 4 after his 
second ascent of Everest. 

Known dead: 44 

En route to Everest 6 Avalanche excluding Icefall 7 + 7 

Icefall 11 Falling rock or ice 2 

Summit region 4 Altitude illnesses 3 

Falls (excluding Icefall) 2 Exhaustion 2 
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For a more detailed account of the geology of the Everest region see particularly 
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1. A.C. Archives, Cuttings File 18. ''V' 
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It was heavily criticized by the climbing establishment. Mallory was the star 
member and was known to the others as ‘Aimer’, after the great Grindehvald guide 
of that name. 

30. ‘In Memoriam’, A.J., LXI, 1956. 

31. F. Younghusband, The Epic of Mount Everest, Chapter II. 

32. D. Robertson, op. cit., Chapter 2. 

33. G.W. Young, Snowdon Biography, Part II, Chapter 3. 

34. E.A., Box 3. 

35. D. Robertson, op. cit., Chapter 7. 

36. E. A., Box 3. 

37. D. Robertson, op. cit.. Chapter 7. 

38. E.A., Box 12. 

39. ibid. 

40. ibid. The fault was entirely Mallory’s. 

41. ibid. 

42. J. Morri s; Hired to Kill, p.144. 

43. E.A^,Boxl8. 

44. D. Robertson, op. cit.. Chapter 9. 

45; E.A., Box3. 

46. C.K. Howard rBury, op. cit., Chapter I 

53° 



Notes and References 


47. D. Robertson, op. cit., Chapter 7. 
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to Everest. Often they took charge of the lower camps and also guarded the 
paymaster’s treasure chest. Less frequently they have also accompanied some 
post-war expeditions as signallers etc. All expeditions nowadays have an official 
Nepalese liaison officer attached to them by the Nepalese Government. 

27. With the help of Farrar, Finch developed this into a duvet suit, comprising jacket, 
trousers and gauntlets, which was made up for him by S.W. Silver & Co. The 
prototype worked well on the expedition, but the idea was not taken up by the 
Committee - possibly because Finch was rapidly becoming persona non grata. 

28. E.A., Box 18. 

29. P.J.H. Unna, ‘The Oxygen Equipment of the 1922 Everest Expedition’, A.J., 
XXXIV, 1923. 

30. E.A., Box 18. 

31. ibid. 

32. E.A., Box 12. 

33. D. Robertson, op. cit. . 

34 . G.I. Finch, The Making of ix Mountaineer, Chapter 19. 

35. ibid. 



Notes and References 

36. E.A., Box 18. He had delivered a message from Baden-Powell to some Boy Scouts 
at Kalimpong. 

37. ibid. 
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17. J.B. Noel, op. cit. (facing p.220). In Odell's note he refers to the oxvgcn pressure - 
a full cylinder was 120 atmospheres. Obviously they used oxygen from the North 
Col to Camp VI. Noel’s note refers to photographic arrangements (Noel was using 
telephoto lenses from Camp 1 1 1). 8 p.m. is in error for 8 a.m. 
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21. E.A., Box 33. 
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knowledge of it, both Noel and the lamas stated that he took part in securing their 

exit from India. 
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23. A. Swinson, Beyond the Frontiers, Chapter 13. 
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25. E.A., Box 27. 

26. A. Swinson, op. cit. 

chapter 7: ‘another bloody day’ (pages 158-84 ) 

The chapter heading comes from an entry in Frank Smythe’s diary, 6 May 1933. 

1. E.A., Box 41. 

2. M.E.C. Minute Book, Item 57. 

3. E.A.,Box41. 

4. E.A., Box 14/15. Somervell got Smythe’s age wrong. 

5. ‘In Memoriam’, A.J., LXVII, 1962. 

6. ibid. 

7. ‘In Memoriam’, A.J., LXIV. He was called Ferdie because he reputedly 
resembled Tsar Ferdinand I of Bulgaria! These men were certainly erudite. 
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enough - SHIPTON’. Shipton was able to cancel the message in time! 
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the century. Meade maintained he had no idea why the tent was named after him. 
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15. H- Ruttledge, Everest 1933, Pan I, Chapter II. 

16. Possibly the first time oxygen was used in the treatment of frostbite cases. 

17. H- Ruttledge, op. cit.. Pan II, Chapter II (by Greene). 

18. E.A., Box 41. 
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19. The affair did not end happily - Richards got into debt and the Committee paid his 
passage home at the end of the expedition. 

20. Rock climbing to the scratchy tunes of a gramophone was a vogue in England at the 
time, and this seems like a high-altitude extension of it. 

21. H. Boustead, The Wind of Morning, p. 101. Boustead’s account of the incident 
differs from others. 

22. P.S. Smythe, Camp Six, Chapter X. 

23. ibid. 
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(an appropriate name for a guard dog!). Policey reached an altitude of 22,000 ft, 
which Smythe claimed as a canine height record at the time. Several dogs have 
since been to the summit of Aconcagua in the Andes, which is some 800 ft higher. 
Policey disappeared between Camps III and Ilia - she probably fell into a" 
crevasse. 

25. F.S. Smythe, op. cit. 
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as Greene, Moments of Being, Chapter 12. 

2». F.S. Smythe, op. cit., Chapter XII. 

9- According to Jack Longland there was also an ‘us and them’ attitude between the 
mil i' ar y and non-military members of the team (conversation with author, 1978). 

”• R- Greene, op. cit. 

1- E.E. Shipton, Upon That Mountain, Chapter VII. 

R- Greene, op. cit. 

3- Smythe’s account says one of the tents , was a Burns made of Grenfell cloth - 
superior to the Meade. 
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distinguish it from the original camp, which was on the ice shelf 200 ft lower. 
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36. H. Ruttledge, op. cit.. Chapter VI. 

37. Sherpa Kipa Lama, one of the porters who remained at Camp V, lost his senses and 
held firmly to the belief that he was dead. Some weeks later, finding himself 
indisputably alive, he attributed his remarkable recovery to Raymond Greene’s 
medical skill. 

38. The significance of the axe has been discussed in Chapter 5. 

39. F.S. Smythe, op. cit., Chapter XV. 

40. ibid. 

41. ibid. 

42. H. Ruttledge, op. cit.. Chapter VIII (by Smythe). 

43. The Listener, 10 October 1934. 

44. H. Ruttledge, op. cit. 
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46. There seem no real grounds for this in new of subsequent events. Pessimism 
appears to have been a stock-in-trade for Political Officers in Sikkim. 
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47. According to Greene there were himself, Crawford, Brocklebank, Smythc, Shipton 
and Rutdedgc. 

48. M.E.C. Minute Book, Item 77. 

CHAPTER 8: ‘WE ARE BEGINNING TO LOOK RIDICULOUS’ (pages 185-209) 

‘The present position is that we are beginning to make ourselves look very ridiculous - 
G.I. Finch to a newspaper reporter apropos the 1933 expedition. 

1. Ruttledge specifically mentioned Marco Pallis’s team as well as his own. In 1933 
Marco Pallis led a small expedition to the Gangotro Glacier region of Kumaun. The 
members were F.E. Hicks, C.F. Kirkus, R.C. Nicholson and Dr Charles Warren. 
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unfavourably on him. Of Pallis’s team only Charles Warren eventually went to 
Everest. 

2. TnMemoriam’,AJ.,LXVII, 1962. 

3. ibid. 

4. A.C. Archives. 

5. A.C. Archives. 

6. He later became Head of the B.B.C.’s Third Programme. 

7. A.C. Archives. 

8. Interview with Raymond Greene. 

9. A.C. Archives. 

10. A.C. Archives. . 

11. Meade was a Vice President at the time. Brown would have supported Crawford if 
only to spite Smythe, whom he disliked intensely. The feeling was mutual. 

12. A.C. Archives. ' 

13. K. Mason, Abode of Snow, Part V, Chapter 2. 

14. E.E. Shipton, Upon That Mountain, Chapter XI. 

15. K. Mason, op. cit.. Part III, Chapter 4. 

16. E.E. Shipton, That Unlravelled World, Chapter 4. 

17. E.E. Shipton, Upon That Mountain, Chapter XI. - 

18. Warren interview. ■ 

19. Daily Telegraph, 2 September 1976. 

20. Kempson Diary," 7 July 1935. 

21. The heights given in the following paragraphs are from the 1924 Guillarmod map. 

22. E.E. Shipton, ‘The Mount Everest Reconnaissance, 1935’, A.J., XLVIII, 1936. 

23. H. Ruttledge, Everest: The Unfinished Adventure, Chapter II. 

24. Seventeen peaks were climbed by -Wigram and Tilman. ‘Wigram and I had 
degenerated into mere peak baggers,’ said T ilm an, 

25. Shipton would have liked to stay behind and test out conditions in the post- 
monsoon period. Invaluable lessons could have been learned from this. Instead, he 
was committed to return home to help prepare the 1936 expedition, which was a 
waste of time. 

26. The first ascent was by Longstaff in 1907. Dunagiri was eventually climbed by 
Andre Roch in 1939. Another young Army officer, John Hunt, was rejected on 
medical grounds. 

27. This was the porter who almost died of pneumonia during the 1933 expedition. 

. 28. H. Ruttledge, Everest: The Unfinished Adventure, Part I, Chapter V. 

29. E.E. Shipton, Upon That Mountain, Chapter XI. 
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30. Interviews with Kempson and Warren. 

31. Morning Post, 17 October 1936. Jean Batten was a famous lady aviator of the 
period. 


CHAPTER 9: SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL (pages 210-24) 

1- H.W. Tilman, Mount Everest 1938, Appendix A. 

2- ibid., Chapter I. 

3. Longstaff had no intention of losing more money than was necessary. He insisted 
that there should be a separate banking account for the 1938 expedition with its 
own treasurer, and not the Committee treasurer. Should a surplus eventually 
accrue he was to be repaid the £3,000, except for £250 which was a permanent 
donation to the fund. Any further surplus was to go into the Mount Everest 
Committee account. 

It seems likely that Longstaff was supported by other guarantors in this, and the 
£3,000 became £1,700, of which a half was repaid in 1938. In addition The Times 
paid £1,000 and there was rather less than £1,300 in donations. Six months prior to 
the war there was still about £190 left in the fund. 

' Letter to author, 20 December 1977. 

‘ Tilman, op. cit., Appendix A. 

6. ibid., Chapter II. 

7. ibid. 

8- ibid. 


9. ‘bid., Appendix A. 

10. ibid. 

11. Pemmican is beef, dried, crushed and mixed with melted fat to make a paste which 
can be pressed into blocks. Currants or raisins are often mixed in and the result is a 
highly nutritious food which will keep for a very long time. It is said to take 61b. of 
beef to make 1 lb. of pemmican. 

From the earliest days pemmican was taken on Arctic exploration. It was first 
used by certain North American Indian tribes such as the Chepewyans, and the 
name comes from the Cree word ‘pime’, meaning fat. 

12. H.W. Tilman, op. cit., Chapter V. 

13. Long before Tenzing became famous, Tilman described him as ‘young, keen and 
very likeable’, and for once we also know what a Sherpa thought of a sahib, 
because in his autobiography Tenzing describes Tilman as a very fine, quiet man, 
liked by all the Sherpas. The Shcrpas nicknamed Tilman ‘Balu’ - meaning bear - 
because of his big eyebrows and shaggy looks. 

14- Tenzing was probably the Sherpa avalanched with Oliver. In his biography he 
gives a vague account of an incident which was probably this. 

15. Conservation of energy by the lead climbers became a fetish during early attempts 
on the South West Face (sec Chapter 17). There is no firm evidence that strong 
climbers bum themselves out by taking part in preparatory work: sec Hillary and 
Tenzing in 1953, Scott and Haston, 1975, and Mcssner, 1978. 

16- H.W. Tilman, op. cit., Chapter VIII. 

17. Tenzing, in his autobiography, claims he alone went back for the abandoned loads 
-and almost slipped to his death on ihcTetum. At the end of the expedition he was 
given a special award of 20 rupees. 

The expedition made the first traverse (west-east) of the North Col. So far as is 
known it has never been traversed east-west. 


18. H.W. Tilman, op. cit.. Chapter VIII. In 1938 the Himalayan Club officially 
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adopted the title of ‘Tiger’ for Sherpas who performed outstanding service, and 
issued a Tiger’s Badge. According to Tenzing, the idea was Tilman’s. 

19. ibid., Chapter X. 

20. E.E. Shipton, Upon That Mountain, Chapter XI. 

chapter io: the pegasus factor {pages 225-35) 

1. See Howard-Bury’s reports to Younghusband in Chapter 1. 

2. ibid. 

3. J.B. Noel, Through Tibet to Everest, Appendix C. 

4. Captain C.F. Unwins flying a Vespa (1932). The previous record then stood at 
40,000 ft + by Lt Soucek of the U.S.A.A.F., flying a Wright Apache biplane with 
a Pratt and Whitney engine (1930). 

5. P.F.M. Fellowes, L.V.S. Blacker, P.T. Etherton and Lord Clydesdale, First 
Over Everest, Chapter 1. 

6. In November 1932 the Irish Government offered two Vickers Vespas free to the 
Committee. This was the type of aircraft which had recently broken the altitude 
record. However, the expedition was already committed to the Westlands. One 
possible reason for the offer is that the Blackers were a prominent Irish family from 
Co. Armagh. 

7. In addition to the survey cameras the equipment was: 

Plane 1: Williamson P14 plate camera 5 ins. by 4 ins. 

Williamson Pistol camera 3 14 ins. by 214 ins. 

Sinclair Newman cine camera 
Plane 2: 2 Sinclair Newman cine cameras 

Williamson P14.plate camera 5 ins. by 4 ins. 

Both planes carried spare magazines, plates etc. The first plane concentrated on 
stills photography, the second on cine. In addition there was an infra-red camera 
which could be attached below the fuselage and worked through a trap door in the 
observer’s cockpit, but this' was not carried on the actual Everest flights. 

8. M.E.C. Minute Book, Item 65. 

9. P.F.M. Fellowes, L.V.S. Blacker, P.T. Etherton and Lord Clydesdale, op. cit.. 
Chapter XI. 

10. ibid. 

11. ‘Alpine Notes’, A.J., XLV, 1933. 

12. Douglas & Clydesdale, the Marquess of, and D.F. McIntyre, The Pilots Book of 
Everest, Chapter VI . 

13. In his first account Clydesdale reckoned he had cleared the summit of Everest by a 
mere 100 ft, but he later revised his estimate. 

14. Fellowes et al., op. cit., Chapter X. 

15. Clydesdale and McIntyre, op. cit., Chapter VII. 

16. Fellowes et al., op. cit.. Chapter X. 

17. Clydesdale and McIntyre, op. cit. 

18. ‘Alpine Notes’, A.J., XLVI, 1934. 

CHAPTER XI : THE OUTSIDERS (pages 236-65) 

1 . D. Roberts, I’ll Climb Mount Everest Alone, p.26. 

2. Maurice Wilson’s Diary, A.C. Archives. 

3. ibid. 

4. A delightful idiosyncrasy which has not entirely died out. ‘I don’t trust English 
guidebooks’, an American mountaineer recently wrote. ‘If they say something is 
“just a scramble” I know I’m going to be stretched to the limit.’ 
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5. Wilson’s actions are not always explicable to the rational mind. One has only to 
look at crampons to realize how useful they would be on ice, and a couple of days 
later in his diary Wilson mentions the fact that crampons would have been useful. 
Why, then, did he throw them away? 

6. Maurice Wilson’s Diary. 

7. ibid. 

8. ibid. 


9- In his biography of Wilson, I’ll Climb Mount Everest Alone, Dennis Roberts gives a 
detailed account of Wilson’s attempt on the col. However, the four camps 
mentioned by Roberts would not have allowed Wilson to return to Camp III on 

• the 25th, which he did. The diary covering this period is almost impossible to 
decipher. 

10. Maurice Wilson’s Diary. 

11. ibid. 

12. ibid. 

12. Charles Warren’s Diary. 

17 en man, Alone to Everest, Chapter I. 

15. ibid.. Chapter II. 

10. J.R. Ullman, Slierpa Tenzing, Man of Everest, Chapter 8. 

17. ibid. 

18. Denman never travelled alone despite the title of his subsequent book, Alone to 
Everest, which Tilman thought was ‘ungrateful’. What Denman was planning to 
do, in fact, was to make an Alpine-style ascent of Everest - a feat yet to be 
accomplished (1979). 

J.R. Ullman, op. cit. Denman claimed to have reached 23,500 ft, but in this he 
was mistaken. The col itself is only 22,990 ft and they got nowhere near it. 
Tenzing says they made ‘a brief try’ at the slopes. 

20. It is unlikely that Larsen was deliberately misinformed in Namche regarding the 
Lho La. Glaciers tend to alter over the years, and a century or two ago it is quite 
likely that the Lho La was a feasible crossing and that a lama did cross it. Time 
means nothing to these people. 

21. K. Bcckcr-Larscn, letter to author, 21 April 1978. . . _ 

22. Shipton’s party crossed the pass in the following year during their attempt on Cho 

Oyu. Larsen seems to be the only person to have completed the journey between 
Namche and Kyetrak, however. .... , . 

23. Using an ice axe as a brake in the event of a slip is a climbing technique 
fundamental to mountaineering and one of the principal uses of the ice axe. 
However, it usually requires practice to be effective. Larsen had had no such 
practice. ‘However,’ he writes, ‘I think I had read of someone in the same 
situation, and I have a habit of conducting a sort of “mental drill , prcpanngmysclf 
for those eventualities that I can foresee - besides a great deal of luck, of course 

(letter to the author). .... „ _ c _ . . 

24. To the author, in 1978, he wrote, ‘Today, at the “npc age of 50, my |udgcmcnts 


arc not quite as rash.’ 

25. K. Bcckcr-Larscn, letter to the author. ’ 

26. E. MacAskill, ‘Creag Dhu’, Climber and Rambler, April 1978. 

27. WAV. Sayre, Four Against Everest, Chapter 2. 

28. They had no formal snow and ice training, such as crevasse rescue techniques, 
which seemed to bother Sayre for much of the Everest trip. Their achievements are 
all the more remarkable. 

29. WAV. Sayre, op. tit. 
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30. Camp I was above the first step of the Icefall - but bear in mind that ‘camps’ on this 
expedition are camp sites. The tents are moved on each time. 

31. Twenty-five miles on foot, that is. About fifteen miles as the crow flies. 

32. Shades of the pre-war Shipton-Tilman expeditions! Like Tilman, Sayre believed 
in a monotonous but calorie-rich diet. 

33. I have retained this name for the camp at the foot of the North Col for the sake of 
clarity. In actual fact it was Sayre’s eleventh camp. 

34. W.W. Sayre, op. cit., Chapter 10. 

35. ibid. 

36. ibid. 

37. ibid., Chapter 11. 

38. It appeared in Life, 22 March 1963. 

CHAPTER 12: A fresh start {pages 266-94) 

1. Except Gosainthan (Shisha Pangma), which was climbed by the Chinese in 1964. It 
is inaccessible to Western climbers or it undoubtedly would have been climbed 
earlier. 

2. In 1949 (a year before the Tilman-Houston expedition) a Mr E. St George is 
rumoured to have made a journey up the Khumbu. Nothing seems known of this 
highly original adventure. 

3. M.P. Ward, letter to the author. 

4. E.E. Shipton, That Untravelled World, Chapter 8. 

5. ibid. 

6. E.E. Shipton, The Mount Everest Reconnaissance Expedition 1951. 

7. E. Hillary, High Adventure, Chapter 2. 

8. ibid. 

9. E.E. Shipton, Times Special Supplement, 1951. 

10. E. Hillary, op. cit., Chapter 3. 

11. N. Estcourt, interview with the author. 

12. E.E. Shipton, Times Special Supplement, 1951. 

13. ibid. 

14. ibid. 

15. ibid. 

16. This journey from the Menlung to the Rongshar was actually in Tibet and they 
only narrowly escaped capture. In his reports at the time, none of this was 
mentioned, presumably in case political repercussions might affect the expedition 
planned for 1952. Shipton considered their discovery of Melungtse the best part of 
the whole trip. 

17. In That Untravelled World, published many years after his account in The Times 
quoted here, Shipton said it was Houston who reckoned the odds to be ‘forty to 
one against’. 

18. This cut no ice with the War Office, who sent the Himalayan Committee a bill for 
£479 for lost equipment! 

19. E. Hillary, op. cit.. Chapter 6. 

20. W.H. Murray, The Story of Everest, Chapter XIII. 

21. The Himalayan Club list makes him three years younger. The Sherpas use the 
Tibetan calendar, which can cause uncertainties when translated. 

The family tide was Gang La, but Sherpas never use their family name. A 
Sherpa child is named on the third day after birth, but he or she can later change if 
it turns out to be inappropriate. 
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iJ. R. Ditten, G. Cbevslley snd P». Lambert, Far nnnrs to Firm;, Chanter VI. 

is- iVrd, 

24. ibid, 

25. ibid., Chapter VII. 

26 . ibid. 

22. ibid.. Pan Two 'Gabriel ChevMIcy’t Journal). 


CIIACTCK IJ: •RATItr.ft MOM THAN A MOUNTAIN* (purer 295-313) 

• - . «c agreed that this was going to Ik: no ordinary climb. For the time being, Everest 
more than a mountain' - John Hum, l.ife it Meeting. 

*' The north walls of the Matterhorn and Eiger were first climbed by Austro-German 
climbers. The Eiger in particular saiv many deaths before it was climbed in 1938. 
Climbers who tried such routes were disparagingly called the ‘Door Die School’ or 
the ‘Munich School’, and the whole movement was associated in the minds of 
British climbers with the Nazis. 

j ‘EC. Minute B<x>k,4Julv 1952. 

3 ‘ Letter to author, 39 July 1978. 

E H.C. Minute Booh, 4 July 1952. This was a preliminary' report to the Committee. 
Shipton and Evans were still in Nepal at this date (4 July). 

The Swiss wanted to discuss the possibility of a joint Anglo-Swiss expedition in 
1955, but the Himalayan Committee thought ’it best to have as little to do with 
them as possible right now’. 

E.E. Shipton, Thai Unravelled World, Chapter 8. 

'• This account is based on the H.C. Minute Book. Shipton’s account, in Thai 
Unravelled World, puts a different emphasis on events. He makes it sound as 
though the Committee were unanimously in favour of himscIT as leader and that he 
Proposed the idea of a Deputy Leader. It wasn’t and he didn’t. 

*• Hunt was a pupil at Marlborough where Edwin Kempson was a teacher. In 1933 
Kempson and Hunt had a season of guidcless climbing at Chamonix — Hunt’s first 
Buidelcss climbs. Kempson was a member of the 1933 Everest reconnaissance and 
his letters made Hunt think about his own possible participation in 1936. 

9. In a letter to the author Hunt describes his position with regard to British climbing 
circles as ‘out of sight, out of mind’. 

*0. Letter to the author, 23 August 1978. 

*E ‘This information’ presumably means about Hunt’s ability. T.G.L. is Tom 
Longstaff, respected elder statesman of the Alpine Club. 

?• E.A., Box 63. 

13. ibid. 


IE Ingrid Cranfield, ‘To Each his Own Everest’, Expedition, Vol. VIII, No. 4, 1978. 

15. E.E.Shipton, op. cit. 

16. E.E. Shipton, op. cit. 

12. E.E. Shipton, op. cit. 

18. I. Cranfield, op. cit. 

19. Eric Shipton died in 1977. 

20. Letter to the author, 23 August 1978. 

21. E. Hillary, High Adventure, Chapter 7. 

22. J. Morris, Coronation Everest, Chapter 4. 

23. The British Mountaineering Council was formed in 1944 as the representative body 
of the sport in England and Wales. There are now over 200 member clubs, and 


2,000 individual members, but in 1952 it consisted of a much smaller band of the 
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older established clubs. Entry to these was fairly restricted, and although it was a 
widening of horizons on the part of the Himalayan Committee, it was not as wide 
as it might first appear. 

24. Deaken, editor of The Times , mischievously suggested that Shipton should be thejr 
correspondent. 

25. Apropos Bourdillon and this group in general, Hunt stated in The Ascent of Everest 
that ‘their standard of performance is comparable with that of the best Continental 
alpinists’. This was overstating the case. As already mentioned, no British climber 
at that date had done the Matterhorn Nordwand or the Eigcrwand: the two great 
test pieces of the era. Bourdillon and his contemporaries did however lead a great 
renaissance of British Alpinism. 

26. John Menlove Edwards (1910-58) was a brilliant cragsman, sometimes regarded as 
the ‘father’ of modem rock climbing in Britain. Unlike Noyce, he disliked the 
wider forms of mountaineering. James Morris, the Times correspondent and a 
distinguished author, later underwent a sex change to become Jan Morris. 

27. Three climbers earmarked for the autumn were J.H. Emlyn-Joncs, J. Jackson and 
J. Tucker. The fourth was to be chosen from N. Hardie, T.D. McKinnon, A- 
Rawlinson, D. Bryson and R. Jones. 

28. Alf Bridge was one of the best British rock climbers between the wars. His peat 
contribution to the oxygen team, says Lloyd, was ‘hard work and enthusiasm . 

29. In feet per hour: Hunt and Da Namgyal (open system), 494: Bourdillon and Evans 
(closed system) 933. By comparison, twenty-five years later, Messner and Habeler 
achieved in excess of 550 ft per hour without oxygen. 

30. P. Lloyd, letter to the author, 9 October 1978. * 

31. ibid. 

32. ibid. A third type of apparatus was developed by Campbell Secord and the Harwell 
Atomic Energy Research Station. This supplied oxygen from a chemical source, 
potassium peroxide. In the event the apparatus was seriously delayed and so coul 
not be tried, even experimentally, by the 1953 expedition. Nothing further seems 
to have been heard of it. 

33. Lloyd’s own records were unfortunately destroyed some years ago. 

34. J. Hunt, The Ascent of Everest , Chapter 7. 

35. ibid., Chapter 18. 

CHAPTER 14: ‘THE LAST INNOCENT ADVENTURE’ [pages 314-42) 

The chapter heading is a description of the 1953 expedition by James Morris in the 
Guardian. 

1. According to Jimmy Roberts the Swiss also began the habit of giving Sherpas their 
equipment - an expensive perk which has several times caused friction between 
Sherpas and expeditions. 

2. J.R. Uliman, Sherpa Tenzing -Man of Everest, Chapter 16. 

3. J. Hunt, Life Is Meeting, Chapter 8. 

4. More particularly, rock climbing. Grisly humour is endemic in the sport. From 

bottom to top of the Icefall the names for particularly difficult or dangerous 
sections were Mike’s Horror (a steep ice pitch), Hillary’s Horror fa dangerous 
crevasse), Hell Fire Alley (unstable seracs), Atom Bomb Area (constandy changing 
ice), Ghastly Crevasse (dangerous crevasse) and the Nutcracker (a gap between two 
unstable seracs). \ & v 

5. E. Hillary, High Adventure, Chapter 7. 

6. ibid. 


546 



Nates and References 


7, fry. 

*• J-R. Ullmsn, op, cit.,Our'.« 17. 

'■ ^ «p. tit Cfcjrw f>- 

'• There ;:c distrepipeie* in the various account*. of this meeting. Hum and Hillary 
wv h lonV.pl.;* o;! 7 May. j,. lt Ward and Noyes put it a day liter. Noyes ret ori up 
the Irefat! on the Sth. hut tn hie Nxfr Smh Cel he up Hunt told him of hie plane 
privately on the previous even in ft. In 7ir Atcent cl hveresi Hunt categorically 
memfrm Noyes at bring pmrnl. 

il T? 5 ” arrsn pemere t was. mod died later. 

■’ ‘ 'T. Ward, tn This Shm Span. Chapter 6 . 

13. ibid, 

n ^t'hiry, op. tit., Chapter K. 

J- Hum, Aterefr'/£tvrrif, Chapter 14. 

*t>- According to Evans, in the Atrir.rjcvrr.il, 1.15 p.m. , but it is not clear whether he 
ts referring to die actual moment of arrival. They left at 1.30 p.m. and it seems 

1 - they spent about thirty minutes on the summit. 

'• Evans, letter to the author, 15 January 1979. 

• E-C. livens, 'The First Ascent of the South Peak", A J., LIX, 195314. 

, ’ E. Hillary, op. cit., Chapter 9 . 

m his autobiography ttir.h Ath-entmt Hillary admits that sending Lowe down did 
not fit in svith his plans. Had he ideas for a third assault should the second fail? 
George Lowe writes: 

‘There was an dement in this that if plans did go wrong we would be near the 
fulcrum of events - that is natural - and not subversive. We did discuss a third 
assault - we all had it in mind. John Hunt did - but unvoiced (and lie later said lie 
hoped it would be Wilf Noyce and himself). I imped it might be Wilf Noyce and 
me. No third assault plan svas declared but we all had our unspoken plans for this. 

‘I think Ed’s words mean we were botli keen and rather pushy and wanted to be 
right up with the action - John Hunt was still not totally accepted by us - that svas 
our fault — we were two New Zealanders and we were brash zealots. Not subversive 
With secret plans — wild hopes, yes!’ The dropping of Shipton still rankled svith the 
two New Zealanders. (Letter to the author, 17 February 1979.) 

71. Hunt was in poor shape after three nights on the col but it seems unlikely that this 
affected his decision. 'John . . . svas dangerously unaware of how bad his own 
condition was ...’ wrote Ward. 

72. In cold weather or high-altitude mountain camping it is usual for the climber to 
sleep fully dressed. He either keeps his boots on or, more often, removes them 
from his feet but keeps them svarm inside the down sleeping bag. Boots left out of a 
bag will freeze solid and need to be thawed. The temperature in the tent at 3 a.m. 
on 28 May 1953 was -27°C. 

23. On their return down the ridge Evans and Bourdillon had descended this slope. 

24. E. Hillary, op. cit., Chapter 11. 

25. Tenzing (whose account of the final climb varies in detail from Hillary’s) says the 
step was only fifteen feet high. What seems certain is that the step varies in 
difficulty year by year. The Americans in 1963 found it insignificant, yet in 1978 
Habclcr and Messner thought it worth mentioning in detail. 

-26. Hillary obviously found the rock step exhausting. In his first written account of it 
he says that he lay on the top ‘gasping like a fish’ ( A.J. , LIX, p.236), but when he 
came to describe the climb in Hunt’s official book The Ascent of Everest he 
unfortunately transferred this description to Tenzing, who took considerable 
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offence over it. Repeating the story in his autobiography High Adventure, Hillary 
diplomatically dropped all references to fishes. He still maintained that he pulled 
Tensing up - something else to which the Sherpa took exception at the time. 

27. E. Hillary, op. cit. , Chapter 12. 

28. Tenzing says he buried some sweets, a little red and blue pencil his daughter Nima 
had given him, and a small cloth black cat which Hillary gave him and which had 
come from John Hunt. He did not see any crucifix. Hunt and Hillary do not 
mention any black cat. 

29. Climbers reported the remains of Lambert’s Swiss camp still visible many years 
later, but nobody seems to have seen Hillary’s camp again. 

30. J. Morris, Coronation Everest, Chapter 9. 

31. The pepping-up qualities of benzedrine had been exploited during the Second 
World War with remarkable results. It was tried out on the Sherpas with no 
apparent effect. The mortar was an idea to dislodge avalanches but was never used 
on the mountain. The mortar bombs were fired off at Lobuje on the return journey 
by way of celebration, much to the delight of the porters. 

32. Lord Hailsham, Centenary Dinner address to the A.C., 1959. 

CHAPTER 15 : NEWS FROM THE NORTH (pages 344-59) 

1. Not all the Communist bloc are so timid. The Poles, for example, have a 
distinguished post-war Himalayan record. 

2. Letter to the author, 24 November 1974. 

3. The first ascent was by the Americans T. Moore and K. Burdsall in 1932. The 
Chinese dispute this. 

4. Shih Chan-chun, ‘The Conquest of Mount Everest by the Chinese Mountaineering 

Team’, A J., LXVI, 1961. , 

5. The Chinese failed to number their camps after Camp 3 on the East Rongbuk 
Glacier, but this would be Camp 5. It was 340 m. lower than the 1933 Camp V. 

6 . Shih Chan-chun, op. cit. 

7. There are no details regarding the type of set or at what height the Chinese 
climbers began using them. 

8 . Shih Chan-chun, op. cit. 

9. ibid. 

10. Wang Fu-chou and Chu Yin-hua, ‘How We Climbed the World’s Highest Peak , 
Mountain Craft, July/September 1961. 

11. The stiff upper lip school vanished with the war. There are several recorded 
instances of climbers bursting into tears on post-war Everest expeditions. If th JS 
seems strange on the part of fit, tough young men and women, it is worth 
remembering that nerves are often raw and emotions considerably heightened 
during an expedition. The strain is considerable. 

12. Some years later the ascent was commemorated by a massive jade carving depicting 

the ascent. Made in Shanghai, it was 4>/2ft high and weighed. 2Vz tons. Eighteen 
men spent two years four months in making it. ‘A monstrosity’, commented the 
Alpine Journal. - 

13. Mountain, 8, March 1970. 

14. ‘Nine Who Climbed Qomolangma Feng’, Mountain, 46, November/December 
1975. 

15. Apart from Base Camp (5,000 m.) the lower camps are not mentioned in the 
Chinese account. However, camps are mentioned at 6,000 m., 6,500 m , 7,000m. 
(North Col), 7,600m., 8,200 m. and 8,600m. 
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16- It is not clear whether the Chinese followed their usual practice of establishing 
these camps in advance, or whether the final assault party moved them. What is 
always so impossible for Western climbers to understand about the Chinese system 
is why, having established a top camp, the same people don’t go on to the summit 
next day. 

17. Mountain, 46, op. cit. 

IB. The Chinese apparently believe in the restorative effects of oxygen taken at 
intervals, rather than the Western method of continuous supply. Pre-war Everest- 
crs never found this particularly effective, except for momentary relief. 

19. When the British found the survey pole in September it was two thirds buried in 
snow and the fierce Everest winds had stripped it down to bare metal. It was still 

standing in 1978. 

70. Mountain, 46, op. cit. 

CHAPTER i6: WEST side STORY (pages 360-92) 

1. Notable landmarks in this trend is Reinhotd Messncr’s incredible solo ascent of 
Nanga Parbat in 1978, and the ascent of Kangchcnjunga - third highest mountain 
in the world - by Scott, Boardman and Tasker in 1979. 

2 - The Indian Mountaineering Federation also vets applications from foreign expedi- 
tions wishing to climb in India. 

3- All the Indian expeditions to Everest marched in from Jaynagar, on the Indian 
border, rather than the usual route via Kathmandu. 

H.P.S. Ahtuwahlia, Faces of Everest, Chapter 5. 

5 - In Americans cm Everest, the official expedition book, J.R. Ullman says that 
Permission had been granted in 1961 to a Major O.W. Hackett of the U.S. Army, 
who asked Dyhrenfurth to join him. The plan fell through because of shortage of 
time. The version given here is that by Dyhrenfurth himself. 

. ®- J.R. llllman, Americans cm Everest, Foreword (by Dyhrenfurth). 

7. Readers of this book so far will know that as far as Everest is concerned nationalism 

■ has always played a role. In view of Dyhrenfurth’s later career there is a certain 

. irony in this. (Sec Chapter 17.) 

B- J.R. Ullman, op. cit. Chapter 3. 

9- The National Geographic account was written by Barry C. Bishop, an expedition 
member who already worked for the magazine. 

10. Nuptsc had been climbed by a British party in 1961, but from the south. It has 

- . since been climbed from the Western Cwm (1979) and presents a formidable task 
from that side. It is extremely unlikely that the Americans would have succeeded 
in 1963. 

11- N.G. Dyhrenfurth, ‘Americans on Everest, 1963 \AJ., LXIX, 1964. 

17. Unsocld named his daughter ‘Nanda Devi’ after the mountain of that name. By a 
cruel irony she was killed on Nanda Devi in 1976. Unsoeld himself was killed by an 
avalanche on Mount Rainier in 1979. 

13. T. Hombein, Everest, The West Ridge, Chapter 8. 

14. Gombu (or Gompu) was the ‘roly-poly Shcrpa’ aged seventeen who accompanied 
the 1953 ascent (see p. 314) - a caterpillar transformed into a butterfly. He 
eventually became the first man to climb Everest twice. 

15. T. Hombein, op. cit. 

16. ibid. 

17. The establishing of 3W was a very solid effort on the part of the Sherpas concerned 
- three continuous hard days. One Sherpa - Tashi - was in his mid-fifties. 
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18. T. Hombein, op. cit., Chapter 9. 

19. ibid., Chapter 10. 

20. ibid. 

21. N.G. Dyhrenfurth, op. cit. 

22. T. Hombein, op. cit. 

23. In the cause of fitness Corbet and Auten did some load-carrying to Camp III for 
the South Collers. Emerson was the most seriously affected by altitude and was the 
last to rejoin the team. 

24. Everest’s weather seems unpredictably localized. Observers in the Cwm and 
further afield who saw the summit on 1 May thought it unlikely any attempt would 
be made that day. Those on the South Col thought the weather too bad for 
climbing, yet the summit party found conditions acceptable if less than ideal. 
There are similar examples on other occasions, notably when the Chinese and 
Indians were on separate sides of the mountain in 1960. 

25. T. Hombein, op. cit.. Chapter 11. 

26. ibid., Chapter 12. 

27. In survival technique the main consideration is to keep out of the wind: wind chill 
is the prime cause of exposure. A crevasse is frequently used for this purpose, and 
where no suitable crevasse can be found a climber may have to dig a snow shelter. 

At high altitude oxygen helps to keep up body temperature, and Emerson knew 
that there was oxygen at the dump before he embarked on his adventure. The 
equipment dumps on the face had changed from time to time and there were three 
close together, known as the Old Dump, New Dump and New New Dump. 
Emerson’s bivouac was near the last of these. 

28. T. Hombein, op. cit.. Chapter 13. 

29. ibid. 

30. A descent of this route was accomplished by a Yugoslavian team in 1979. 

31. T. Hombein, op. cit.. Chapter 14. 

32. Unsoeld’s ‘promises’ were to his wife Jolene that he would never go on another big 
mountain expedition after Everest. Ironically, he was killed by an avalanche on his 
own ‘backyard’ peak, Mt Rainier, in 1979 while with a party of students. 

Frost’s poem actually says ‘before I sleep’ - but Unsoeld was including Hombein 
in the sentiment. 

33. J.R. Ullman, op. cit.. Chapter 14. 

34. Bishop lost all his toes and the tips of his little fingers. 

35. T. Hombein, op. cit.. Chapter 15. 

CHAPTER 17: ‘NOT A PRIVATE AFFAIR’ {pages 393-422) 

‘. . . as I soon learned, Everest was not a private affair. It belonged to many men’ -Tom 
Hombein in his Preface to Everest, The West Ridge 

1. A list of team members for all expeditions will be found in Appendix 4. 

2. A scale of fees is charged depending on the height of the mountain. Everest is 
therefore the most expensive. The fees are revised from time to time and are 
payable in advance. There are other regulations also - a liaison officer must be 
taken, there must be insurance for porters, and so on. Some peaks can 
be attempted only a joint basis with Nepalese climbers and some may not 
be attempted at all. 

Nepal is not alone in this. Mountaineering in the Himalaya today involves a 
considerable amount of bureaucratic nonsense. 

3. The cost was reported as 100,000 yen. 
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4. Nanga Parbat (26,658 ft) was by Himalayan tradition a ‘German’ mountain The 

Germans had tned to climb it in 1932, 1934, 1937, 1938 and 1939. Twentv-tix 
climbers and porters were lost in these attempts. Hermann Buhl made the first 
ascent in 1953 and other German attempts were successful in 1962 and 1970 >tr 
last by the Rupal Flank. u> mts 

5. Dhaulagiri II was climbed by an Austrian expedition in 1971. 

‘ a" !‘ eW ° f j h , e evems which t00k P lace > il is interesting to note that Britain 
America and Japan met some 67 per cent of the total bill. ’ 

, 7. C. Bonington, Everest South West Face, Chapter 3. 

‘ "} ou ? h . 11 might have impressed the sponsors, it seems probable that the 
unettissima was thought up as a safety net, just in case the 1970 Japanese rein, 
climbed the Face by the more probable circuitous route. Expeditions to major 
Peaks are so frequent these days that the second is being planned before the first 
has actually taken place: contingency planning is therefore necessary. 

• K. Wilson and M. Pearson, ‘Post Mortem of an International Expedition’ 
Mountain, 17, 1971. union , 

10. The bottles still weighed 16 lb. each. Blume knew the Air Force had special ■ 
hhmglass bottles at half the weight so he contacted the manufacturers, who wanted 
400 dollars apiece for them. When Blume asked for a discount he was told that 4nn 
dollars was half price. 

11- C. Bonington, op. dt. 

12. ibid. 


G-P-S. Ahluwalia, Faces of Everest, Chapter 9. 

14. K. Wilson and M. Pearson, op. dt. 

15. ibid. 

16. Karrimor is a British firm specializing in mountain equipment. They made the 
Whillans Box. 

17- P . Steele, Doctor on Everest, Chapter 14. 


chapter i8: ‘all THE winds of ASIA’ (pages 423-58 ) 

All the winds of Asia seemed to be trying to blow us from the ridge’ - Peter Boardmm 

1- J- Clearc, ‘Thirteen Nations on Mt Everest’, A.J., 77, 1972. ‘ 

2. ibid. 

2- D. Scott, ‘To Rest Is Not to Conquer’, Mountain, 23, 1972. 

4. C. Bonington, Everest South West Face, Chapter 4. 

5. ibid. 

6. D. Scott, op. cit. 

7. The German press reported this ‘flight’ by Saieki. Scott points out the difT l 

anyone would have in stowing away in a two-seater helicopter, particula t ^ 
which was operating near its height limit at Base Camp. He would ntvH °u C 
invisible and almost weightless! ° he 

8. Kuen had been to Jirishanca in Peru and to Nanga Parbat. 


9. D. Scott, op. 


10. ibid. 

11. Initially he intended to go to Alaska, because Nepal was -i , 

climbers. Fortunately restrictions were lifted before plans raniy closc d to 
Annapurna was chosen on the basis of a photograph hr w 1 WCre t0 ° adva nccd. 

12. I. McNaught Davis, ‘Mac the BeUy talks to Cassius Bonafide’ "it $KT> '- 

13. The enormous expense and waste of the International Frnr!r - ountam, 15, 1971. 

gut reaction in many climbers as did the huge ! Q0 , n crcatcd the same 

b “P'hmons of the twenties and 
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thirties. There was an awakening of interest in the ideas of Shipton and Hint an. At 
the time of writing, however (1979), no lightweight expedition has succeeded in 
climbing Everest. 

14. I. McNaught Davis, ‘Why Everest?’, Mountain, 25, 1973. 

15. Snow anchors arc called ‘dead men’ because they have to be buried in the snow. 
There is even a smaller variety known as ‘dead boys’. 

16. C. Bonington, op. cit., Chapter 6. 

17. ibid., Chapter 12. 

18. ibid., Chapter 16. 

19. Bonington interview. 

20. As a result of this Barclays Bank make a general annual donation to the Mount 
Everest Foundation. 

21. Bonington interview. 

22. Not all the equipment lived up to what was expected of it. Most troublesome was 
the oxygen gear which was of the Blume/Robertshaw type. The faults were due to 
defective demand valves. Of the eighteen sets taken all but five broke down - and 
several of these were not fully efficient. 

23. Bonington interview. 

24. C. Bonington, Everest, The Hard Way, Chapter 2. 

25. Interview with author. 

26. C. Bonington, op. cit., Chapter 12. 

27. ibid. 

28. ibid., Chapter 14. 

29. ibid. 

30. ibid. 

31. ibid. 

32. ibid. 

33. P. Boardman, ‘Everest Is Not a Private Affair’, Mountain Life, 23, 1976. The ‘Blue 
Peter flag’ was a pennant given to the expedition by the children’s TV programme 
of that name. 

34. ibid. 

35.. ibid. 

CHAPTER 19 *. ‘NONE BUT OURSELVES’ (pages 459-76) 

‘Have we vanquished an enemy? None but ourselves ... To struggle and to understand 
- never this last without the other; such is the law . . .’ - George Mallory 

1. Ang Phu was the second man to have climbed Everest twice (the other was 
Gombu). He was the only man to have climbed it by two different routes - the 
South’ East Ridge in 1978 and West Ridge in 1979. 

At the time of writing full details of the Yugoslavian ascent are not available. 

2. The Nepalese protested over the use of helicopters above Base Camp. Helicopters 
(or other aircraft) are no longer permitted except for medical emergencies. 

3. Sambu (or Shambu) Tamang is the youngest person to have reached the summit, 
being seventeen or eighteen at the time. He is actually not of the Sherpa tribe but a 

• . Tamang, as his name suggests. - ’ 

4. H.P.S. Ahluwalia, Faces of Everest, Chapter 12. 

5. It is interesting that this straightforward expedition had a budget of 200,000 dollars 
- almost as much as the successful South West Face team of the previous year. 
About 90,000 dollars were covered by the climbers themselves. 

6. G. Roach, ‘Everybody’s Everest’, Quest, 77, March/April 1977. 

7 . Climber and Rambler, July 1977 . , 
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8. This statement refers to the country of origin of the expeditions, not of individual 
climbers. Hillary was a New Zealander, for example, and Mrs Phantog was a 
Tibetan, 

9. Private communication to the author (undated). Cheney also claims in his 
statement that this expedition proves the Sherpas capable of mounting their own 
expedition to Everest. One sees no real reason to dispute this. 

10. Mountain, 60, 1978. 

11. After Everest, Messncr pressed his philosophy further by climbing Nanga Parbat 
(8,125 m.) alone and without oxygen. 

12. Conversation with the author, 1975. 

13. An interesting breakdown of income and expenditure is given in Peter Habeler’s 
Everest, Impossible Victory. Perhaps die commonest promotional gimmick used by 
expeditions these days is the expedition postcard, which is usually a picture card 
signed by team members and sent to subscribers from Base Camp or Kathmandu. 

14. The South Buttress route was Messner’s idea and was the route he and Habeler 
intended to try without oxygen. They considered it too icy to attempt, on 
inspection. 

15. Deposition made to the Hon. Minister of Tourism, Kathmandu, by Mingma 
Norbu Sherpa of Khumjung Village, 1978. 

16. Mingma’s accusations can also be considered as part of the ‘anti-Messner’ 
campaign waged by some of the Sherpas - see p. 476. 

17. There ate varying accounts of Messner’s return to Base. Messner himself in 
Everest, Expedition to the Ultimate gives the impression he returned alone. Mingma 
says Messner went down with ‘the TV cameraman’, and the Sherpas stayed at 
Camp II. Habeler (already at Base) says Messner arrived with his two Sherpas. 

18. Habeler interview, 1978. 

19. Eric Jones, conversation with the author, 4 July 1979. 

20. Habeler interview. 

21. ibid. 

22. ibid. 

23. Official complaints of this nature by Sherpas are extremely unusual. Nevertheless, 
none of those people closely associated with Messner at the time - Habeler, Jones 
and Dickinson - recalled during questioning any incident which might have caused 
the complaints. It may be that it all stems from the traumatic two nights which 
Messner spent at the South Col during his first attempt, when he bullied the two 
Sherpas into saving their own lives. 

POSTSCRIPT 

1- He actually celebrated his fiftieth birthday in Base Camp after his ascent. 

APPENDIX 2 (pages 480-83) 

1. W.H. Murray, The Story of Everest; Appendix. 

2. The stations were Jirol (Jarol) 118 miles; Mirzapur 108 miles, Joafpati (Janjipati) 

108 miles; Ladmia 108 miles; Harpur ill miles; Minai 113 miles. 

3. B.L. Gulaice, 'Mount Everest, Its Name and Height’, HJ., XVII, 1952. 

4. W.W. Graham, letter to the editor, AJ..X I, 1884. 

APPENDIX 3 (pages 484-8) 

1. D.W. Frcshfield, 'The Great Peaks of the Himalaya’, A.J., XII, 1886. 

2. Where Hodgson found the name Devadhunga is not known, but there has been no 
further evidence to support it. 
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3. M. von Dechy, ‘Mountain Travel in the Sikkim Himalaya’, footnote, AJ., 
X, 1882. 

4. S.G. Burrard, A Sketch of the Geography and Geology of the Himalaya Moun- 
tains and Tibet, Part 1, p.21. 

5. D.W. Frcshfield, ‘Mount Everest v. Chomolungma’, AJ. , XXXIV, 1923. 

6. H. Ruttledge, Everest: The Unfinished Adventure, Part II, Chapter 7 (by 
Kempson). 

7. ibid, (author’s italics). 

8. Morning Post, 9 November 1920. 

9. K. Mason, Abode of Snow, Part II, Chapter 3. 
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abseil 

A rapid method of descent down a steep rock or ice wall. A doubled rope is hung down 
the cliff from a rock or ice bollard, or a peg, and the climber makes a controlled slide 
down it. There arc several technical ways he can do this. The rope can then be pulled 
down after him. 

acclimatization 

Tbe adaption of the human body to the rarefied air of high altitudes. During 
acclimatization the breathing becomes deeper and faster and often irregular (Cheyne- 
Stokes respiration); heartbeat speed and force is increased, while blood thickens 
because the red cells multiply and plasma becomes less. Individuals differ in their rate 
and degree of acclimatization, but generally the surest method is to gain height slowly 
and not stay too high, too long, or altitude deterioration sets in. 

Almost all Everest expeditions have acclimatization problems: headaches, sleepless- 
ness, sickness. In its most severe form lack of acclimatization can cause pulmonary or 
cerebral oedema (q.v.). 

A CHEVAL 

A method of crossing a narrow ridge with one leg on either side, as in riding a horse. 
ALP 

A high summer pasture above a valley but below the snow line. 
alpine club 

"Die world’s first mountaineering club, founded in 1857 in London. Until fairly recent 
nmes it was a somewhat exclusive Establishment club, where the right background 
counted for as much as, if not more than, ability. Its unique position has always given it 
an influential voice in mountaineering affairs. Membership is by election. 

Alpine Journal 

The journal of the Alpine Club, now published annually. A unique record of world 
mountaineering since 1863. 

ALPINE STYLE 

In high-altitude climbing, a means of tackling a high peak in the same manner as one 
would tackle an Alpine peak, i.e. without a massive build-up of men and materials and 
without siege tactics. 
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ANCHOR 

A point of attachment to the mountain for the rope. It may be a rock spike, piton, etc. 
ANNAPURNA 

Annapurna I (8,078 m.) is important in high-altitude mountaineering history because it 
was the first peak over 8,000m. ever climbed - by the French in 1950. 

The British expedition of 1970 which climbed the South Face brought a new dimension 
to high-altitude climbing and was an important forerunner to the attempts on the South 
West Face of Everest. 

ANORAK 

An Eskimo word for a windproof smock. 

ARfeTE 

A sharp rock or ice ridge. 

ARTIFICIAL CLIMBING 

Sometimes called aid climbing. Where there are no natural holds, or the rock/ice face is 
too steep, possibly overhanging, the climber hammers in metal pegs or even bolts and 
uses these in conjunction with footloops known as etriers (q.v.). 

AVALANCHE 

The sliding-away from a mountain of surface material, commonly snow, but also ice, 
. mud and rocks. The causes of avalanches are various and complex; climbers frequently 
misjudge conditions and are caught or have narrow escapes. The power of an avalanche 
is immense, not only because of the speed and volume of the material itself but also 
because of the air blast associated with it. 

BACKING-UP v 

A method of climbing a chimney (q.v.) by putting one’s back against one wall and feet 
against the other and shuffling up. 

BELAYING 

Tying on to an anchor in order to safeguard a team of climbers. . .. 
BERGSCHRUND 

A crevasse between a glacier and the snow slopes of the mountain. Often wide and 
difficult to cross. 

BIVOUAC 

A night spent out on the mountain without the benefit of a proper camp. Bivouacs may 
be deliberately planned or they may be forced on climbers by circumstances. The main 
aim is to keep out of the wind - under the lee of a rock or in an ice cave. High-alutude 
climbers often carry lightweight bivouac gear: stove, sleeping bag, bivvy sack etc. 

BOLTS 

Where no crack exists in which to hammer a piton, a hole is sometimes drilled and an 
expansion bolt used. 

BOOTS 

High-altitude mountaineering boots are usually ‘double boots’, i.e. they have a soft, 
warm inner boot encased in a tough outer boot. Canvas overboots go over these. The 
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Alps ^ Vercs,ers no such luxury and used much the same boots as they used in the 

bridging 

A method of climbing a wide chimney by straddling it - having one foot and hand on 
cacn wa]l, 

buttress 

A mass of rock bulging out of a mountainside. 

CAGOULE 

A long, lightweight, windproof outer smock. 

CAMP 

Jn high-altitude mountaineering, a staging post: a group of tents where men and 
materials can spend the night. 

CHANG 

A white-coloured beer brewed from rice or millet. 

chimney 

A wide fissure, usually in rock, but sometimes in ice. 

CHOCK 

A piece of machined metal to which a nylon or wire loop is attached. It can be jammed 
m a crack and used as a belay. 

chockstone 

A boulder jammed in a gully or chimney. 

chorten 

A small wayside shrine. 

CLIMBING HELMET 

A protective fibre-glass helmet sometimes worn by climbers. 

COL 

A dip in a ridge, usually between two peaks. 

COMBINED TACTICS 

One climber assisting another by giving him a ‘leg-up’ or ‘shoulder’. 

COMMITTED 

Having reached a point in a climb where retreat would be very difficult if not 
impossible. 

CORNICE 

A snow lip projecting over the edge of a ridge or top of a gully. 

COULOIR 
A gully. 
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CRACK 

A fissure in the rock not wide enough to be a chimney. 

CRAMPONS 

A framework of steel spikes which fits over the sole of a boot and is fastened by straps. 
Used for climbing ice or snow. 

CREVASSE 

A crack in the surface of a glacier, which may be very wide and deep. Frequently 
hidden beneath surface snow, forming a considerable hazard. 

CWM 

A Welsh word meaning a cirque or corrie. 

DEAD MAN 

A metal plate which can be buried in the snow to form an anchor. 

DESCENDEUR 

A metal device to make abseiling quicker and more comfortable. 

DUVET 

Eiderdown made up into jackets, trousers or overall suit. 

DZONG 

A fort in Tibet. 

ETRIERS 

Small portable steps made of webbing or, earlier, little metal steps on ropes, used in 
artificial climbing. 

EXPOSURE 

1. A very open position on a mountain where a slip would have serious consequences. 

2. A loss of body heat leading to hypothermia: a serious condition which can result in 
death. 

FIRST ASCENT 

Climbers take considerable pride in being first to achieve a set goal. The first ascent ofa 
mountain comes top of the list, but each mountain has many other ‘firsts’ - first solo, 
first oxygenless, first woman, first traverse, etc. 

FIXED ROPES 

Ropes fixed for the duration of an expedition to assist climbers and porters over difficult 
passages or simply to speed up the ferrying between camps. 

F.REE CLIMBING 

Climbing without artificial aids such as etriers, fixed ropes etc. 

FROSTBITE 

Frostbite is caused by ice crystals forming between cells allied to a constriction of the 
minor blood vessels. This leads to a reduction in the oxygen supply to the cells and their 
consequent deterioration and infection. It particularly affects extremities — fingers, 
toes, cars, nose, lips. Badly frostbitten members may have to be amputated. 
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GENDARME 
A pinnacle on a ridge. 

GLACIER 

f)nu-< 3 | ly a t rivcr ° f icc 0CCU W> n P a valley head. The glacier is fed by seasonal snow and 
wsskmiy down the valley. Warmer temperatures in the lower regions cause melting 
n it the rate of melting is greater t tan the annual increase of snow the glacier ‘retreats’ 
“ Erows smaller - and vice versa. 

GLACIER cream 

A pigmented face cream used to prevent sunburn. 

glissading 

A way of sliding down a hard snow slope using the ice axe as a brake. 

groove 

An open, shallow fissure in rock or icc. 

gully 

A wide fissure in the mountain. 

harness 

Climbers wear a body harness made of tape, to which the rope can be attached. 
HIMALAYAN CLUB 

Formed in 1928, the dub is based in India and its aim is to encourage Himalayan 
climbing and cxplorau'on. 

ice axe . 

An essential climbing tool wherever there is snow and icc. The axe consists of a shaft at 
one end of which is a spike and ferrule, and at the other the head. The head has oneend 
h* ihc shape of a pick and the opposite end in the shape of an adze. Ice axes have 
become shorter and lighter over the years, particularly recently. 

Icefall 

The enormous crevasses and pinnacles formed when a glacier falls over a steep declivity 
and the ice fractures. Because of the downwards movement of the glacier an icefall is 
unstable and consequently dangerous. 

ice SCREWS 

Special pitons for screwing into ice. 

Jamming 

Where there are no obvious holds it is sometimes possible for a climber to move by 
jamming a hand or foot in a crack. 

JUMAR CLAMP 

A metal device which can be clipped onto a climbing rope, where it can be pushed up 
but will not slide down. The climber is attached to the Jumar by tapes or cord. 
Frequently used as a safety device on fixed ropes. 
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KARABINER 

An oval metal ring, one side of which opens as a spring clip. A very useful device for 
clipping onto ropes, into pitons etc. Often called a ‘krab’. 


LA 

Tibetan word meaning a pass or col. 

LEAD CLIMBER 

An experienced climber expected to take part in making the actual route. 

LEADER , 

The person ultimately responsible for the conduct of an expedition. In the case of 
Everest he might be simply a non-climbing executive, as was General Bruce, or he 
might take an active part in the assault, as did Hunt. Similarly he might be a leader 
appointed by a committee, like the leaders of all the British expeditions to 1953, or he 
might be the actual initiator of the enterprise, like Bonington in 1975. 

LINE 

The route followed up a mountain feature. 


MANI STONE 

Stones upon which prayers have been carved, common in Tibet and Nepal. 
MANTELSHELF 

A movement involving pressing up on a ledge until you can get your feet onto it, like 
trying to climb onto the mantelshelf of a fireplace. 

MIXED CLIMBING 

Climbing in which the route is partly on snow/ice and partly on rock. 

MORAINE 

Huge banks of stones and earth pushed out of the way by a glacier. Found at the glacier 
snout and edges. 

MOUNT EVEREST FOUNDATION 

A body formed after the first ascent in 1953 to administer the funds accumulated by 
book and film rights. Grants are made to expeditions. 

NAILS 

In the years before the Second World War, climbing boots were equipped with special 
nails round the welts and in the sole. 

NEVE 

The snow slopes of a mountain above the bergsehrund. 

OBJECTIVE DANGERS 

Dangers which cannot be overcome by climbing skill, e.g. stoncfall, serac collapse. 

. OEDEMA 

An acute form of altitude sickness in which water accumulates on the lungs (pulmonary 
oedema} or bram (cerebral oedema). Retreat to lower altitudes usually results in 
complete recovery fairly quickly, but failure to take this action is generally fatal. 
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OVERHANG 

Rock or icc which leans out beyond the vertical. 

OXYGEN EQUIPMENT 

P 3 ^- frame usually containing two or three cylinders of gas and equipped with 
regulators and face mask for counteracting oxygen deficiency at high altitude. 

PACK frame 

A lightweight metal carrying frame, with shoulder straps. 

PASS 

The way across a mountain ridge from one valley to another. Not always easy and 

sometimes of considerable altitude. 

pillar 

A narrow column of rock jutting out from the parent mountainside. 

PITCH 

The distance between two anchors. 

PITON 

Also called a peg or pin. A metal spike which can be hammered into a crack in the rock 
and used as an anchor or a runner (q.v.). There arc also pitons suitable for driving into 
tec. 

PORTER 

A person employed to carry a load. Local porters are used to carry to Base Camp and 
may be Tamangs, Bhotias, Sherpas or any other tribesmen seeking employment. Above 
Base Camp the porters arc equipped like the climbers. On Everest, Icefall porters ferry 
goods into the Csvm and high-altitude porters from the Cwm up the mountain. Above 
Base Camp, porters are usually Sherpas. 

prusik knot 

A knot attaching a sling to the main rope and performing the same function as a Jumar 
clamp (q.v.), which in the Himalaya has largely superseded it. 

RAKSHI 

Liquor made from rice. 

RIB 

A small ridge on a mountain face. 

Ridge 

The crest where two opposing faces of a mountain meet. 

Rope 

Pre-war climbing ropes were of hemp, or occasionally silk. Modern ropes are of nylon 
or pcrlon, which is stronger and more flexible, especially in extreme cold. A group of 
climbers tied together on a rope is also known as ‘a rope . 

RUNNER (RUNNING BELAY) 

As a protection against a long fall, a lead climber will let his rope run through a 
karabincr clipped to a piton. 
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RUN-OUT 

The length of rope run out by the lead climber from his last anchor. 

SACK-HAULING 

Hauling rucksacks up separately instead of climbing with them. Sometimes necessary 
on a difficult pitch. 

SCREE 

A slope of loose stones. 

SERAC 

An ice pinnacle. 

SHERPA 

A race of people, Tibetan in origin, who settled in the Sola Khumbu area near Everest, 
though many now live in Darjeeling and Kathmandu. 

SHERPANI 
A Shcrpa woman. 

SIRDAR 

The head Sherpa of an expedition. 


SLAB 

An area of fiat rock tilted up at a fairly steep angle. 

SUNG 

A loop of rope or nylon tape. 

SNOW* blindness 

The glare from a glacier or snowficld can cause a temporary but painful blindness. 


SNOW BRIDGE 

A bridge of hard enow often spanning a crevasse and forming a way across. I'« 1CC 
judgement is required to assess its trustworthiness. 

V*’OV CAVr 

A ess e dug in the snow as a way of effecting a temporary shelter for a bivouac, 

SO 5.0 f..t DU'-ISC 
O.rrh ,rq- er-mp’.rtfly shuse. 
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by the wind. It causes discomfort because it penetrates 
hut not usually seriously. 
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STONEFALL 

The continuous erosion of mountains causes rocks to become loose and fall, particularly 
down faces and gullies, Stonefall does not seem to be a serious problem on Everest, 
though it has been reported on the South West Face. 

stupa 

A Buddhist shrine. 

SUSTAINED CLIMB OR PITCH 

A climb or pitch which never relents in difficulty. 

tape 

Nylon tape has numerous uses in climbing, e.g. for slings. 
thin 

With few holds. 
tiger 

A name given to the best Sherpas on the 1924 expedition and later extended to any 
experienced Sherpa. For a time it was also used to describe any good climber, but the 
term is seldom heard today. 

traverse 

To go up one side of a peak and down another. On Everest only the American 
expedition of 1963 has achieved this. In more localized terms, to traverse means to 
climb more or less horizontally across a feature rather than up it. 

tsampa 

Barley flour, a staple diet in Tibet and Nepal. 
unprotected climb 

A climb in which there is no way of preventing a serious accident should a slip occur. 
VERGLAS 

A thin coating of ice on rocks. 

WALL 

A very steep face of rock or ice. 

WHILLANS BOX 

A metal-framed box-like tent, designed for high-altitude camps by Don Whillans. 
white-out 

An unpleasant phenomenon of snowscapcs in which it is impossible to tell where the 
earth ends and sky begins. Eerie and dangerous - it is possible to step over an edge 
unknowingly. 
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attitude to Houston flight, 235; post-war 
policy, 267; establishment of Himalayan 
Committee, 268, 269; a traditional 
recruiting ground, 296; selection of Hunt 
for 1953 expedition, 301; Centenary 
Dinner 1957, 341 

Alpine J oumal, 232, 234, 352, 354, 482—3 

Alpinismus, 354, 406, 416, 425 

Ama Dablam, 9, 67, 276, 316 

Ama Drime, 196 

Amatt, John, 402, 403 

Amery, Leo, 163 

Amnc Machin, 347, 483 

Anderl , Michel, 43 1 

Anderson, H. Graeme, 39, 101 

Andrews, Sq. LdrC.G., 235 

Androsace Club, 282, 283 

Ang Dawa, 248, 315, 373, 380, 381, 383 

Ang Dorje, 469-70, 477 

Ang Kami, 393; reaches summit, 393 

Ang Lakpa, 413, 420 

Ang Namgyal, 315, 324 


Ang Nyima, 324, 331, 333 
Ang Pasang, 66 
Ang Pema, 370, 371 
Ang Phu, 441 , 461 , 470; death of, 461 
Ang Phurba, 413, 414, 452, 465 
Ang Temba, 33 1 , 332 
AngTenzing, 327, 328 
Angtharkay, 192, 195, 217, 222, 273, 277, 
363 . 

Ang Tshering, 463 

Annapurna 1, 279, 307, 395, 403, 405 407, 
425, 433, 434, 447; II, 434; III, 361,462 
Annullu, 314, 325,326 
Antarctica, 402 

Appalachian Mountain Club, 258 
Armstrong Whitworth, 107 
Army Mountaineering Association, 443 
Arnold (Edward) Ltd, 163-4 
Arun river, 8, 29, 50, 55, 58, 99, 196, 201, 
250 

Ascent of Everest, The, 323, 342 

Asper, Jean-Jacques, 283, 284, 287 , 290 

Aubert, Ren6, 283, 284, 288, 289, 290 

Austrian Alpine Club, 468 

Auten, Allen C., 366, 379, 384-8 passim 

avalanches, 97-9, 102, 117 

Axt, Wolfgang, 405-16 passim, 421, 429 

Baffin Island, 283, 428 
Bahaguna, Harsh, 405, 406, 410-23 passtm, 
459; death of, 413-16 
Bailey, Frederick Marshman, 75, 104, 
142—57 passim, 158; his career, 142; 
appointed to Sikkim, 142; his influence in 
Tibet, 143, 157 ; objects to Rongshar visit, 
*44—5', objects to Hazard’s journey, 145; 
controversy over lamas, 150-57 
Badhe, Robert (Rusty), 403, 405, 409 
Banaih, Raja of, 231, 232 

S; f G r° rge ’ l 08 ’ 3I6 ~25 passim 
Bandit, Group Capt. A.F., 267 

^rational, 445, 447, 448 
Barun Glacier, 67, 276, 296 
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Bartrmse, 67 

Bathgate, Dave, 437, 438, 439 

Bauer, Paul, 159, 162, 164 

B«J«, Messrs, 164 

Becawe it is there 1 (Mallory), 100 

Beetham, Bentley, and 1924 expedition, 

103, 104, 110, 112, 115, 132, 144; taken 
till 108; rejected for 1953 expedition, 306 
Belctiki, E., 346, 347 

Bell, Charles, 25-9, 75, 142 
Beneditti, Cbudio, 462 
Benson, A.C., 100 
Benzedrine, 339 
Berger, Hans, 427, 432 
Bergmann, Horst, 470 
Bernard, Anne, 104 
Bhotc Kosi, 278 
Bhotias, see Sherpas 
Birkenhead, Lord, 156 
Btrnie, E. St J., and 1933 expedition, 162, 
171-9 passim, 183, 186; assumes 
command, 174; orders retreat, 174; 
reprimanded, 174 

Bishop, Barry C. (‘Barrel’), 366, 369, 

323-92 parrim; reaches summit, 390 
Bishop of Chester, 140 
Black Band, 126 

Blacker, L.V.S., 228, 229, 231, 232 
Blue Peter, 455 
Blume, Duane, 405, 421 
Boardman, Peter, 447, 450, 452, 454-8; 

reaches summit, 455 
Bonatti Pillar (Dru), 433 
Bonington, Chris, 272; on the Eiger, 395; 
description, 402; withdrawal from 1971 
International Expedition, 405, 407-8; and 
from 1972 European expedition, 425-6; 
his career, 433-5; leads Annapurna S. 
Face expedition, 434; criticism of, 434, 
445-6; leads 1972 S.W. Face expedition, 
435-41; leads 1975 S.W. Face expedition, 
442-57 

Bonnett.S.R., 232-4 
Bourdillon, Tom, and 1951 reconnaissance 
expedition, 269, 272-8 passim ; and 
Oxbridge climbers, 295; and the 1953 
ascent, 300-310 passim, 320-38 passim ; 
advocates closed-circuit oxygen, 311-12; 
attempts S.E. Ridge, 328-30; reaches 
S. Summit, 329 death of, 341 
Boustead, Hugh, 162, 170-76 passim 
• Bower, George, 73 

Boyscn, Martin, 433, 447, 450, 452, 454-5, 
457 

Brahmaputra river, 142 

Braithwaite, Paul (Tut), 447, 450, 451 , 452; 

climbs Rock Band, 450-5 1 ‘ 

Brasher, Chris, 306 

Breiicnbach, John E. (‘Jake’), 366, 369, 


370, 373, 374; death of, 370-71 
Brcitcnberger, Leo, 427,429,431 
Bridge, Alf, 310 

Bristol Pegasus (engine), 228, 229, 230 
British Broadcasting Corporation (B.B.C.), 
404 , 405, 4 1 2-28 passim, 447 
British Empire Exhibition, 107, 132 
British Mountaineering Council, 223, 306, 
447 

Brochcrel brothers, Alexis and Henri, 15, 
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Brockbank, Maj. Gen., 443 
Brocklebank.T.A., 163, 173, 176, 183, 187, 
188 

Brooke, Rupert, 42 
Brown, Graham, 160, 191 
Brown, Joe, 402 
Brosvne, Mike, 464 

Bruce, Charles Granville, character and 
career, 12; meets Younghusband, 13; 

A.C. Golden Jubilee expedition (1907), 

15; ascends Trisul, 18; denied Everest 
expedition, 19; 1 920 expedition 
Committee, 24; 1921 expedition, 32-5 
passim; on Mallory, 44; 1922 expedition, 
71-83 parrim, 96, 98, 143-4, 146, 147, 

149, 153; on Finch, 72; on Somervell, 72; 
on Wakefield, 72; on Noel, 74; on 
Crawford, 74; on Morshead, 74; 
leadership qualifies, 80; on Head Lama, 
81;becomes chairman ofM.E.C., 100; 
appointed leader ofl 924 expedition, 101; 
medical problems, 101-2; 1924 
expedition, 107; taken ill, 108, 1 14; on 
Mallory/Irvine attempt, 133; recommends 
Ruttledge, 161 ; and Everest flights 226; 
and naming of Everest, 486 
Bruce, Geoffrey, and 1922 expedition, 74, 
83,90-95, 106, 146; attempt on N. 

Ridge, 90-95; 1924 expedition, 104, 

1 09- 1 8 passim, 1 26, 1 3 1 ; unable to join 
1933 expedifion, 160, 188 
Bryant, L.V. (Dan), 195-202 passim, 270 
Buchan, John, 33, 229 
Buhl, Hermann, 295, 424 
Bullock, Guy Henry, 41, 43, 44, 47-67, 69, 
200, 226 

Bunshah, K.F., 362 
Bura, 92 

Burke, Mick, description, 433; 1972 S.W. 

Face expedifion, 437, 438,441; 1975 
S.W. Face expedifion, 447, 450, 452, 

454-8; probable first solo ascent, 455-8; 
missing, 456-8 
Burnham, Lord, 229 
Burrard, S.G., 480, 485 
Busio, Jean, 291 

Calciafi, Count, 55 


565 



Index 


Camp and Sports Ltd, 164 
camp system, 82; origins, 82 
Canterbury, Archbishop of, 151 
Carrel, Rinaldo, 462 
Cassells, 240 

Central Gully (S.W. Face), 396, 397, 399, 
421,422 

Central Pillar of Freney, 407, 433 
Central Tower of Paine, 434 
Chamlang, 68, 233 
Chamonix, 107 
Chandler, Chris, 463 
Chang, 59, 314 
Changabang, 443, 483 
Chang La, see North Col 
Changri La, 276 

Changtse, passim; position, 4, 5; attempts by 
Shipton, 207; Hillary and Lowe plan to 
climb 296 

Chapman, F.S., 211 
Chaubas, 367 

Cheema, A.S., 393; reaches summit, 393 
Chen Chien-ming, 354 
Cheney, Mike, 447, 466 
Chevalley, Gabriel, 283, 284, 287, 290-93 
passim 

chholi barsai, 45, 203 

Chinese attempts, 87, 246, 260, 344-59, 453 
Chinese mountaineering, 344, 346-7, 483 
Chitral, 12-13 
Chobuk, 8, 80,81,252 
Chogolisa, 55 
Chola Khola, 276 
Chomiomo, 37 
Chomolhari, 45, 211 
Chomo Lonzo, 8, 50, 59, 60, 67 
Chomolungma (various spellings), 59, 81, 
337, 340, 346, 352, 355, 486-8 
Cho Gyu, passim; expedition to, 296-7, 299, 
307, 308; 1958 Indian ascent, 361, 362 
Cho Polu, 276 

Chortcn Nyima La, 20, 29, 201 
Chotari , 379; reaches summit, 399 
Christy and Moore, 163 
Chumbi valley, 44, 45, 132, 148, 152, 167 
Chu Yxn-hua, 350, 351, 352, 353; climbs 
Second Step, 350; makes first ascent from 
north, 351-2 
Cima Grande, 433 
Citroen tractor ‘expedition’, 148 
Chrkc, Charlcs(1921), 35 
Clarke, Charles (1975), 447, 450, 452; 

description of Dudh Kosi, 9 
Clarke, Dave, 447, 454 
CSesrc, John, 423 
('h’-b'.K? :«t Ilnlatt, 279 
Clinch, Nsck, 365 

Oourh. Ian, 407,^33 

CH d«4teic. Lord, 229, 23 1 , 232-4 


Cobh am, Alan, 226-7 
College of Aeronautical Engineering, 229 
Collie, John Norman, 30-35 passim , 69, 78, 
96,98, 132, 158 

Colliver, Gary, 403, 405, 410, 421 
Columbia Broadcasting System (C.B.S.)j 
463 

Conway, William Martin, 11, 30, 134, 
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Corbet, James Barry, 366, 369, 373,-379, 
384-8 passim, 408 

Corbett, Sir Geoffrey, 187, 188, 189, 190 
Cormac, Bob, 463 

Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, 299, 339, 
340 

Countryman Films Ltd, 307 
Cox, Percy, 187, 188, 190, 191 
Craig yr Ysfa, 105 
Cranfield, Ingrid, 304 
Crawford, Colin Grant, and 1922 
expedition, 74, 80, 84, 95, 97, 162; 1933 
expedition, 162, 164, 169, 173, 176, 178, 
183; Crawford/Ruttledge controversy, 
189-91, 208; joins Everest Committee, 
187; letter to Ruttledge, 190; dismissed 
from Everest Committee, 191; resigns 
from A.C., 191; excluded from 1936 
team, 191,202 

Creagh Dhu Club, 254-5, 447 
Cultural Revolution (China), 354, 358 
Cundell, Mr, 148 — 

Cunningham, John, 254—5, 428—9 
Curzon, Lord, 13, 41, 485; proposes 
attempt on Everest, 13, 14; authorizes 
Younghusband mission to Tibet, 13; on 
Lord Morley, 18 


Daily Mail, 30, 340 
Daily News, 23 
Daily Telegraph, 34, 163, 231 
Dalai Lama, 13, 14,29, 142, 158, 160,267, 
486 

Da Namgyal, 287, 314, 317, 328 
dancing lamas, 149-57, 158 
Dang, Hari, 362, 363 
D’Anville, 486 
Darbhanga, Maharaja of, 231 
Darjeeling, passim; start of pre-war 
expeditions, 8 
Darphuntso, 357 
Dasno, 83, 84 
DaTendrup, 204 
Da Tensing, 324 
Datschnohan, Pawel, 345-6 

DaTsenng 204,24!,243,246 

DawaThondup, 287 

Dawson, Geoffrev, 164 ?ai 
D&hy, Maurice von, li 
Dchra Dun, 417, 480 
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Denman, Earl, 246-50, 283 
Dent, Clinton Thomas, 1 1 
Deutsche? Institut fur Auslandforschung, 
425,426 

Devadhunga, 485 

Devouassoux, Girard, 459-61; death of, 

461 

Dhaulagiri 1, 232, 364, 468, 480; II, 403 
Diagonal Ditch, 377,385 , 388 
Dias, John, 362 
Dickinson, Leo, 468 
Diemberger, Kurt, 477 
Dingla, 250, 270, 271 
Dingman, David L., 366, 369, 373, 376, 
377-92 passim 
Dingpochc, 276 

Dittert, Rend, 269, 280-94 passim 

Dlugosz, J., 407 

Dodang Nyima, 201 

Dolphin, Arthur, 306 

Domani,228 

DonkarLa,80 

Doody, Daniel E., 366, 380 

DoyaLa,217 • 

Drcyer,G.,76-8 

Dudh Kosi, 9,233, 250, 255, 271, 272, 448; 

first survey of, 18 
Dudzinski, 402 
Duff, Jim, 447 
Dunagiri, 202 
Dutt, Dr, 269, 278 
Duttie, Hans-Peter, 257-65 
Dyhrcnfurth, G.O., 159, 160, 162, 196, 
291,363-4,404 

Dyhrcnfurth, Norman, appalled at Sayre’s 
Tibetan incursion, 265; 1952 Swiss 
post-monsoon expedition, 291; career, 

363- 4; 1963 American expedition, 

364- 87 passim, 397; 1971 International 
Expedidon, 402-22 passim, 424, 435, 443, 
459 

Dzahar Chu, 5 1 , 80 

East Face (Kangshung Face), passim; 
description 6, 60; Habelcr on, 475; best 
remaining challenge, 478 
East Rongbuk Glacier, passim-, position, 5 ; 
discovery by Wheeler, 58, 62; first ascent 
of, 82-3; linked with main Glacier, 200 
Eaton, J.E.C., 30 
Eckenstein, Oscar, 192 
Edward, Prince of Wales, 33 
Edwards, Mcnlove, 308 
Egglcr, Albert, 361 
Eiger, 295, 395, 400, 433, 434, 467 
El Capitan, 394 

Eliasscn, Odd, 402; 40S, 410-21 passim 

Elliott, Claude, 301-3, 304 

Emerson, Richard M„ 366, 369, 371,373,. 


379, 384-8 passim 
Epis, Virginio, 462 
Eskdale Outward Bound School, 305 
Estcoun , Nick, comment on the lee fall, 
274; description, 433; 1972 S.W. Face 
expedition, 437-40 pastim; 1975 S.W. 
Face expedition, 447-52 passim; climbs 
Rock Band, 450-51 
Etherton, P.T., 229 
Evans, Charles, 296; appointed Deputy 
Leader 1953, 300, 305; 1953 expedition 
301-7 passim, 320-38 passim ; attempts 
S.E. Ridge, 328-30; reaches S. Summit, 
329 

Evans, John, 403, 405, 408, 410, 419, 421 
Evening Nrais, 24 
Everest, sec Mount Everest 
Everest, Sir George, 191,484-8 
Everest, Lancelot Fielding, 191 
Everest View Hotel, 10 
Ever Wrest, 239-40 
expeditions, sec Mount Everest 
Explorer Films Ltd, 101, 147, 151, 156 

Far East Rongbuk Glacier, 199 
Farrar, Percy, 21; character, 22; on Kellas, 
22; visits India Office, 24; and 1921 
Everest Committee, 30; relationship with 
. Mallory, 31 ; selection of 192] expedition, 
35-44; 1922 expedition, 75; and oxygen, 
76, 78, 79; resigns from Everest 
Committee, 100, 103;and use of aircraft, 
226 

Fellowes, Air Commodore P.F.M., 230, 
231,234 

Fenwick, C., 235 
Filimonov, L., 346, 347 
Finch, George Inglis, recommended by 
Farrar, 22; description, 38-9; fails 
medical for 1921 expediuon, 39-40; 
chosen for 1922 expedition, 72; and his 
duvet jacket, 75, 164; and Oxygen, 76-9, 
83, 91, 104, 106, 181-2, 214, 312; 1922 
expedition, 80, 81, 84, 90, 91-5, 91, 98, 
99; attempt on N. Ridge, 91-5; not 
selected for 1924 expedition, 103-4; 
autobiography, 104; 1922 camp found 
(1933), 175; cridcizcs organizadon, 208-9 
Finch, Max, 38 

‘First Step’, 126-8, 135, 138, 139, 178, 179, 
221,353,356 
Fitzgerald, Lt, 148 

fixed-ropes, 395, 438, 440, 441, 452, 455, 
456,457 

Flory, Leon, 283, 284, 287-90 passim 
food (on expeditions); (1922), 75-6, 85; 
(1924), 106, 119-20; (1933), 166,243; 
(1935), 193-5, 198; (1938), 214-16, 222; 
(1971), 410 
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Free Trade Hall, Manchester, 71 
Freshfield, Douglas, 13, 21, 22, 32, 33, 134, 
485, 486; correspondence with Curzon, 
14-15; on Lord Morley, 18 
Fyffe, Allen, 447 

Gangtok, 20, 143, 216 
Gangu, 216 

Garhwal, 18, 76, 283, 308, 443 
Gasherbrum, 266, 267 
Gaurisankar, 144, 278, 485 
Gavin, J.M.L.j 202, 203, 204, 205 
Geneva Spur (Eperon des Genevois), 6, 
285-93 passim, 323, 327 
George V, 33, 132, 133 
G.H.M.,see Groupe de Haute Montagne 
Girmi Dorje, 380, 381, 384, 389, 392 
Glencoe, 429 

Goldie, Sir George, 16; correspondence with 
Morley, 16-18 

Gombu (Nawang Gombu), description, 314; 
1960 Indian expedition, 362; 1963 
American expedition, 370, 373, 378, 380, 
381, 390; 393; reaches summit, 381; 
second ascent (1965 Indian expedition), 
393 

Goodenough, Sir William, 158 
Goodfellow, Basil, 279, 301, 302-3, 306, 

309, 353; advocates Hunt as leader, 301 
Gorak Shep, 272, 284, 316-17, 318, 319, ' 

417 

Gordon, Adrian, 447 
Graham, Richard B., 105 
Graham, W.W., 11, 192, 482-3 
‘Grand Slam’, 366-7 
Grand Traverse, 478 
Grant, Duncan, 111, 124 
Graphic, 33, 34 

Great Trigonometrical Survey, 480-81, 
484-8 

Greene, Raymond, 160; and 1933 

expedition, 162, 165, 166, 171— 6 passim, 
182, 183, 186; on Crawford, 190; 
describes storm at Camp Ilia, 172; 
describes descent of N. Col, 175; and 
reasons for Everest attempts, 210 
Greenfield, George, 425, 437, 445 
Gregory, Alfred, 297, 300, 301, 307-8, 322, 
331,333,338 
Gross, Gustave, 291 
Grosvcnor House, 230 
Groupe de Haute Montagne (G.H.M.), 301 
Gulatce, B.L., 480, 481 
Guntcn, Hans Rudolf von, 361 
Gurkhas, 12, 74, 82, 104, 1 12, 309, 340; 
Tcjbir, 91-5, 112; Bura, 92; Harkabir, 
92; Karbir, 92; Raghobir, 92; Hurke, 
112;Shamshcr, 112, 114; Umar, 112 

Gurla Mandhata, 73, 211 


Gyachung Kang, 50, 55, 88, 255, 276 
Gyalgen, 324 
Gyankia Nangpa, 81 
Gyantse, 142, 149, 151 
Gyubanare Glacier, 276; icefall, 259-60, 
276, 296 


Habeler, Peter, 466-78; first ascent without 
oxygen, 474 

Haddick, LtCol., 148, 149 
Hagen , Barry, 403 , 405 
Hailsham, Lord, 341 
Haim, Werner, 429, 431 
Halliburton, 227 
hang gliding, 468 
Hansen, Norman C., 255-65 
Haramosh, 228 
Harding, Warren, 394 
Hari Singh Thapa, 132, 145 
Harkabir, 92 
Harlech T.V., 468 
Harlin, John, 395 
Harris, Sq. LdrS.B:, 228 
Hart, Roger Alan, 257-65 
Harvard, 255 „ 

Haston, Dougal, description of Iceiall, /, »• 
Face of Annapurna, 434; 1971 expedition, 
405-22 passim; 1972 expedition, 425; 
withdraws from, 426; description, 433; 
autumn 1972 expedition, 437, 438, 441; 
1975 expedition, 443, 447-56 passim; first 
ascent of S. W. Face, 452-4 
Hazard, John deVere, 105, 1 10-32 passim, 
145; leaves men on N. Col, 116; survey 
trouble, 145, 151 

Head Lama, Rongbuk, 52-3, 81, 111, H4> 
241,249, 252,253,486,487 
height of Everest, 480-83 
helicopters, 227, 428, 430, 462 
Helps, Francis, 148 
Hennessey, 480 
Herbert, E.S., 187 

Heron, A.M., 36, 51, 57, 74-5, 104, 143 
Herrligkoffer, Karl Maria, 424-33, 435, 
436, 477 


xieyeraani, i nor, 279, 406 
Hiebeler, Tony, 405, 406, 410, 413, 416 
, Hillary, Edmund, 1935 expedition and 
attitude to New Zealand climbers, 195, 
270; 1952 Cho Oyu expedition, 259, 265 
296; 1951 reconnaissance, 269-7 8passir 
compete or pull out’, 274, 28 1 ; attitude 

Swiss 1952 expedition, 280; 1953 

expedition, 300, 304, 305, 308,316-42 
passim; first climb with Tenzing, 319-21 
first ascent of Everest, 333-7; lighted, 

- ^pl’, C S a n red W ‘ lh B °"ington, 434; an. 
1973 Italian expedition. 462 

Hillary Step, 4, 335-6, 381, 449, 453, 454 ; 
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456,463,473,474 

Himalaya, topography of, 1-2; flights over, 
227, 228 

Himalayan Club, '187, 190,269,428 
Himalayan Committee, 268-9, 279, 295, 
296, 297-305, 309,310, 312; established, 
268-9; request joint expedition 1952, 
279-80 

Himalayan Journal, 481 
Himalayan Mountaineering Institute, 341, 
361,362 

Himal Chuli, 396 
Hindu Kush, 428 

Kingston, R.W.G., 104, 108, 114, 115, 125, 
126, 131, 132, 133 

Hinks, Arthur Robert, description, 30-31; 
dislike of publicity, 31 , 33-5; selection of 
1921 expedition, 36, 37, 43; and Mallory, 
40-41 , 44, 58, 69, 70, 96, 100, 102; 
preparations for 1922 expedition, 71, 75; 
opposes oxygen, 78-9; 1922 expedition, 
95-6, 99, 104; 1924 Wembley Exhibition, 
107; 1924 expedition, 132-5, 140; 
complaints of Hazard’s and Noel’s 
post-expedition activities, 145-57 passim ; 
on Noel’s pictures, 149; accuses Bailey, 
153-5; apologizes to India Office, 156; 
1933 expedition, 163; 1934 Committee, 
187, 190; resigns from M.E.C., 224; 
Everest flights, 226-7, 231 
Hirabayashi, Katsutoshi, 399; reaches 
- summit, 399 

Hoddcr and Stoughton Ltd, 163, 212 
Hodgson, Brian, 485 
Hofstetter, Ernest, 283, 284, 290 
Holb, Alice von, 427 
Holdich, SirThomas, 20 
HoIzcl.Tom, 139 

Hombcin, Thomas F., chosen for 1963 
American expedition, 366; description, 
367-8; and 1963 expedition, 368-97 
passim-, first ascent of W. Ridge, 388-9; 
completes traverse, 389-92 
Hombcin Couloir, 377 , 409, 459 
Hou Shcng-fu, 357, 358 
Houston, Charles, 250, 251, 268,270, 272, 
364 

Houston, Lady, 229, 231 , 234 
Houston flight, 164, 228-34, 238-39, 240, 
270; choice of engine, 228; Westland 
P.V3 renamed, 230; equipment, 230-31 
Howard-Bury, Charles Kenneth, visit to 
India, 22, 24-9; description, 24, 138; 
appointed leader of 1921 expedition, 32; 
on Raeburn, 37; on Bullock, 41, 43;on 
Mallory, 43; 1921 expedition, 44, 48, 51, 
57-9,66,67; 1922 expedition, 69; on 
serial surveys, 226 
Howell, I.F., 421 


Hsu Ching, 349 
Huber, Adolf, 429, 431,432 
Humphreys, DrG. Noel, 203 
Hunku Glacier, 276 
Hunt, Cecil, 301 

Hunt, Henry Cecil John, and the Creagh 
Dhu expedition, 254, 255; appointed 
leader of 1953 expedition, 299-30; 
description, 301; preparations for 1953, 
306-13; 1953 expedition, 314-42 passim; 
knighted, 341 ; expedition compared with 
1963 American, 380, 408; and with 
Bonington’s, 434-5, 446 
Hurka, 112 

Hurricane Smock Co., 165 
Hutti.E., 427 

ice axe discovery, 135-40, 178 
Ice Club, Winchester, 41 , 42 
Icefall, the, see Khumbu Iccfall 
IlaTsering, 370, 371 
Independent Television News (I.T.N.), 
425,434 

Inderbinnen, Moritz, 15 
Indian Air Force, 364 
Indian Congress Party, 2Z9 
Indian Mountaineering Federation, 361, 
393,415 

India Office, 21, 24, 29, 153, 155, 156, 159, 
228,229,231 
Innamorati, Fabrizio, 462 
Institute of Aviation Medicine, 301 , 312 
Irvine, Andrew Comyn, and 1924 
expediuon, 105, 108-lBpajjim, 123-41 
passim, 159; improves oxygen equipment, 
108; chosen by Mallory, 109-11, 123-4; 
final attempt, 125-41;disappears, 

129-3 1 ; theories on his disappearance, 1 
135-41;discoveryoficeaxe, 177-9; 
Hillary looks for traces, 337 
Irving, Robert Lock Graham, 42, 353 
Ishiguro, Hisahi, 442; first autumn ascent, 
442 

Isles, David, 402, 405, 4 10, 416 
Ito, Rcizo, 405, 4 1 0, 4 II, 42 1 , 422 
Izzard, Ralph, 340 

Jack, E.M., 30 

Jackson, Peter, 340 

Jainagar, 270 

Japanese Alpine Club, 395 

Japanese Rock Climbing Qub, 442 

Jayal, N., 307 

Jelap La, 44, 45, 149 

Jcixtad, Luther G., and 1963 expedition, 

366, 369, 370, 378-81 passim, 389-92 
pasttm; reaches summit, 390 
Jogbanj, 268, 270,271, 283 
Jones, Eric, 468, 471, 472,475, 476 
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IC2, 19, 196,266,307,365,466 
Kabru, 479, 483 
Kailas, 388 
KalaPattar, 2, 317 
Kalimpong, 28, 158, 223, 245 
Kama valley, 8, 59, 184 
Kamct, 20, 21, 37, 55, 160, 164,211 
Kampa Dzong, 20, 28, 29, 44, 47-8, 58, 80, 
108,216 

Katigchenjunga, passim', as alternative to 
Everest, 14, 18, 209; formerly regarded as 
highest mountain in the world, 480 
Kangchuntse, 68 
Kang La, 482 

Kangshung Glacier, 2, 8, 59, 60, 276, 396, 

478 

Kano, Katsuhiko, 399 
Kantega, 9, 316 
Karakorum, 11, 73, 211, 228 
Karbir, 92 

Karl, Reinhard, 470, 476 
Karpo La, 60, 61; first traverse, 67 
Karrimor, 418 
Kartaphu, 199 
Kartse, 60; ascent of, 60-61 
Kathmandu, passim; start of southern route, 
9; description, 268 

Kato, Yasuo, 442; first autumn ascent, 442 
Kazhinsky, 345 

Kellas, Alexander Mitchell, 19, 21, 35, 71, 
211, 486; proposed as 1921 expedition 
leader, 22; 1921 expedition, 37-9; death, 
47-8; Mt Kellas, 55, 58; work on oxygen 
sets, 76-7; memorial cairn, 132 
Kellas Rock Peak, 199 
Kempson, Edwin, 195-9 passim, 202, 203, 
204, 208; on Smythe, 208 
Kendal mint cake, 337 
Keynes, Geoffrey, 103 
Kharta, 8, 57, 58-67, 99, 217, 218 
Kharta Changri, 199 
Kharta Glacier, 60, 199; exploration of, 
61-3 

Khumbu Glacier, 9-10, 18, 251, 268, 272, 
276,284,316,317,319,369,398 
Khumbu Icefall, passim; description, 7-8; 
‘impracticable route’, 268; first 
reconnaissance of, 272-5; first ascent of, 
277; dangers of, 284—5, 317-18, 370-71; 
first death in, 371 

Khumbu La (Nangpa La), 50, 252, 253, 
259, 278 

Khumbu valley, 67-8, 222, 250-51, 268, 
269, 270, 272, 276, 340, 369, 410; 
Houston/Tilman exploration of, 250, 268 
Khumjung, 25 1 , 447, 488 
Khunde, 448 


Kilimanjaro, 247 
Kim, Young Do, 465 
Kirwan, L., 302-3, 305 
Klimck, Wilhelm, 477 
Knoll, Josi, 471 
Ko, Sang-Don, 465 
Kohlahoi, 301 

Kohli, Mohan, 362, 363, 393 
Konbu (Gonpa), 350, 35 1 , 352; makes first 
ascent from north, 351-2 
Kongra La, 195, 248 
KongurTiube Tagh, 347, 358 
Konishi, Masatsugu, 397, 398, 399 
Km Tiki, 279 
Kordon, Frido, 140 
Kovyrkov, A., 346, 347 
Kuen, Felix, 429-33 
Kulu, 307 

Kumar, Navendra, 362 
Kunga Pasang, 357 
Kurban, Bill, 414 
Kurz, Marcel, 21, 38 
Kusang, 217 
Kuzmin, IC., 346, 347 
Kyetrak, 144, 252; glacier, 252 


Lachen, 248 

Laden La, Sirdar Bahadur (‘Laidenlaw ), 
152, 155 
Lagay, 66 

- Lakeland fell record, 73 
Lakpa, 125, 126 

Lalbalu, 231, 232, 234, 240 . 

Lambert, Raymond, 315; Swiss spring 
expedition, 283-91 passim; reaches record 
height, 290; Swiss autumn 1952 
expedition, 291-4 passim 
Lanina La, 144, 252 
Lamsbazar, 278 
Lane, M.P. (Bronco), 463 
Langma La, 59, 61 
Langtang, 268 
Lanitsov, 345 

Larkins, F.E., 39, 40, 101-2 
Larsen, Klavs Becker, 250-54, 270, 272, 
278 


Lawrie, Robert, 164 
■Leeches, 270, 271 
Lehne, Jorg, 395 
Lester, James, 366 

Lhakpa La, 8, 62, 82, 199, 217, 218; first 
traverse of, 65-7 
Lhakpa Tensing, 462 
Lhakpa Tsering, 115 

Lhasa, 13, 16, 17, 20 , 99 143 149 152 

154, 345, 486 5 13 ’ 

Lhatse, 145, 151 

Lho La, 58, 200, 251, 273 37 rt a/m am 

Lhonak, 20, 29 * /3 ’ 370 ’ 460 ’ 461 


570 



Index. 


Messncr, Gunther, 424, 467 
Messner, Reinhold, 424, 466-76, 477; first 
ascent without oxygen, 474 
Mikeno,247 

Miller, Maynard M. 366, 384 
Millwright, Mr, 148 
Mingma Dorje, 290, 293, 294 
Mingma Norbu, 469-70, 476, 477 
Ministry of Supply, 310 
Minto, Lord, 16 
Minusso, Mirko, 462 
Minya Konka, 347 
Miura, Yuichiro, 400 
Mollinson, Jim, 225 

monsoon, passim; and timing of expeditions, 
10, 56, 64, 117, 172, 201, 221-2, 272, 

460, 479; table of pre-war monsoon dates, 
207; early arrival in 1938, 217-18, 219; 
effects of (1951), 270-71 
Mont Blanc, 160, 211, 286, 342 
Monzino, Guido, 435-6, 461 
Moore, Terris, 159 
Morlands Ltd, 164 

Morley, John, 16; correspondence with 
Goldie, 16-18 

Morning Post, 34-5, 141, 208-9 
Morris, James (Jan), 305, 307, 321, 338-40, 
401 

Morris, John, 74, 83, 90, 147, 189, 203; on 
Mallory 44 

Morshead, Henry Treise, career and 
character, 36; 1921 expediuon, 44, 51, 
62-3, 65-7, 143; 1922 expediuon, 74-5, 
82, 84, 86-9, 95; first attempt on N. 

Ridge, 86-9; badly frostbitten, 95; 
rejected for 1924 expediuon, 104; and 
Bailey, 142, 143; forgiven for unofficial 
acuviriesin 1921, 143 
mortar, 339 
Mountain, 408, 434 

Mountaineering Federauon of the U.S.S.R., 
346 

Mount Everest (jcc also Appendices, 
479-510), topography of, 2-8; 
approaches to, 3-10; early proposals to 
climb, 11-29; seen by Noel, 21; aerial 
surveys of, 26-7, 225-35, 239, 364, 483; 
1921 reconnaissance, 30-68, 276; 1922 
expedition 69-99, 397; 1924 expediuon, 
160-41, 233; model of, 107, 132; foreign 
interest in, 149-50; proposed 1926 
expedition, ISO; 1926 expedition refused, 
152; 1931 expedition refused, 153; British 
monupoly threatened, 159; 1933 
expedition, 160-84, 236, 233-9; 
prrmiiuou granted for 1935/6 expedition, 
i;'i; 1**35 rcvonnaiisance, 193-201 , 479; 
1926 expedition, 202 - 8 ; 1938 expedition, 
2 1 2— c 4 ; I— ns tor on, 227 ; 


seen from the air, 232; plume of, 233; 
■Wilson’s attempt on, 237-46; Denman’s 
attempt on, 246-50; Larsen’s attempt on 
250-54; Creagh Dhu expedition, 254-5; 
Sayre’s attempt on, 255-65; 1951 
reconnaissance, 269-78, 397; public 
Interest revived, 278-9; 1952 Swiss 
expeditions, 279-91, 479; 1953 
expedition, 314—42; first ascent of, 334—7; 
Russian attempts, 345-8; Chinese 
attempts, 344-59, 453; first ascent from 
north, 350-54; 1956 Swiss expedition, 361; 
Indian expeditions, 361-3, 393; 1963 
American expedition, 363-92; first ascent . 
of W. Ridge, 388-9; S.E. Ridge attempts, 
1971-7, 394; Japanese attempts, 

395-400, 406, 442, 460; International 
Expedition, 402-24, 435, 459; European 
expedition, 424-33, 435; 1972 British 
expedition, 436-41, 479; first 
post-monsoon ascent, 442; 1975 British ~ 
expedition, 443-58, 479; first ascent S.W. 
Face, 452-4; probable first solo ascent, 
455-8; ski expedition, 400; Nepalese 
booking policy, 435; highest bivouac on, 
454; 1971 Argentinian expedition, 461; 
1973 Italian expedition, 461-2; 1974 
French expedition, 459-61; 1974 Spanish 
expedition, 462; 1975 first ascent.by a 
woman, 462-3; 1976 British Army " 
expedition, 463; 1976 American 
Bicentennial expedition, 463-4; 1977 
New Zealand lightweight expedition, 464 ; 

1977 South Korean expedition, 465-6; 

1978 first ascent without oxygen, 467-76; 

1978 Franco-German expedition, 477; 

1979 first ascent of W. Ridge integrate, 

46 Ij record for ascent, 465; height of, 
480-83; name of, 484-8 

Mount Everest Committee, passim; 

formation of, 30; reconstituted, 100, 158, 
187; dispute with India Office, 149-57; 
paid Secretary appointed, 163; 
Ruttledge/Crawford controversy, 188-91; 
criticized by Finch, 208-9; last meeting 
of, 224; objects to Houston flight, 231 
Mount Everest Foundation, 342, 426 
Mount Kenya, 191 
Mount McKinley, 257, 258, 265 
Mount Rainier, 367 
Mount Whitney, 257, 258 
mules, 45, 100, 148 
Muxrun, Arnold Louis, 15, 18, 76 
Mummery, Albert Frederick, 12, 192, 211> 
462,463 


Munich, 424, 425, 426, 427 
Murebium, Sir Roderick, 484 
Murray, W, fL, 11 1 , 269, 276, 277, 278, 231 
Muztagh Au, 3-57, 358 
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180-82; 1938 expedition, 213-14, 

222-23; Sayre’s attitude, 257; 1952 
expedition, 286, 291, 294; 1953 
expedition, 298, 301, 3 10—13, 320-21, 

323, 327-30, 332-3; Swiss 1956 
expedition, 362; Indian 1962 expedition, 
363; American 1963 expedition, 381, 

382-3; 1971 International Expedition, 

404, 409, 418, 419; 1973 European 
expedition, 431-2; 1975 S.W. Face 
expedition, 451, 452-3, 455, 457; 1977 
South Korean expedition, 465; 1978 
Austrian expedition, 471, 475, 476 
Oxylithe bag, 77 

Pallis, Marco, 195 
Pamirs, 341,447 
Panch Cbuli, 361 
Pang La, 80 
Park, Sang Yul,465 

Pasang, 217, 220, 221, 222, 273, 275, 277, 

287 

Pasang Phutar, 315, 338, 373 
Pasang Tsering, 355 
Passang Temba, 370 
Patagonia, 305 
Pathc Gazette, 147 
Patterson, Leif, 402, 403, 405 
Pauhunri, 37, 308 
Paul, Karma, 217, 241, 248, 250 
Payot, Georges, 461 
Peel, Lord, 229 
Pemba, 331, 333 
Pemba Norbu, 465 

pemmican, 166, 193, 198, 215, 216 ' 

Peng Shu-li, 349 
pbiiienus, 82 
Pereira, Arthur, 148-9 
Perner, Peter, 430, 432 
Pcrtcmba, 447, 452, 454-8,476; reaches 
summit, 455 
Petcrck, 402 

Peterson, David, 405, 410, 413 
Pcthang Ringmo, 59, 67 
PcihangUe, 8, 60, 276 
Phalong Karpo, 316 
Phantog, Mrs, 357-9, 462 
Hun, 25, 80, 101, 133 
Pheriche, 272 
PhthJttpkLt LcJgtr, 33 
photography and him, 57, 74, 101, 103, 263, 
378-9, 330, 390, 455. 472, 473, 475; 1922 
trim, 146; 1924 film, 146-57, 158; 
Houston bight, 230-31 , 232-5; 
controversy osar Chinese, 352-3; first 
swnrruS film, Wi 

Phu i‘> 3; reaches summit, 393 
pneikipi, 

Fhux U. 144 


Pioneer Peak, 1 1 
PizPalu, 301 
Pokalde, 276 
porters, see Sherpas 
Pou, 83 , 

Pownall, Richard, 366, 369-72 passim, 

378 r 81 passim 

Prather, Barry W., 366, 379, 380, 382 
Pugh, L.G.C., 297-8, 301, 307, 308, 310, 
316,318,325 . 

Pumori, 10, 56, 58, 88, 255, 272, 275, 277, 

317 

Purneah, 226, 231, 232 

radio (on expeditions), 1933 expedition, 

166—7; first used by climbers (1936), 204, _ 
243; not used in 1938, 212; not used in 
autumn 1952 Swiss expedition, 291; 1953 
ascent, 320, 340; 1975 Chinese 
expedition, 356; 1963 American 
expedition, 370, 373; 1971 International 
Expedition, 410, 412, 417; 1972 S.W. 

Face expedition, 441; 1975 S.W. Face 
expedition, 450, 454, 457; 1974 French 
expedition, 460 

Raeburn, Harold, 22, 29, 36-7, 39, 41, 44, 
47,48,65,70,71,74 
. Raghobir, 92 
Rakaposhi, 228 
Ramuri, A.T.N.T., 104 
Rapiu La, 2 

Raven Gully (Glencoe), 433 
Rawat, H.C.S., 393; reaches summit, 393 
RawlingjX.G., 14, 19 
Reading, Lord, 33 
Rebuffat, Gaston, 295, 401-2 
Reiss, Ernest, 291, 294, 361 
Reist, Adolf, 361 
Reuters, 224, 340 
Rhodes, Mike, 447 
Richards, D.S., 166-7 
Richards, Ronnie, 447, 450, 452 
Riddiford, H.E., 269-78 passim 
Rinzing, 204, 217, 241, 243, 246 
Ri-ring, 55, 58 
Roach, Mrs Barbara, 463 
Roach, Gerald, 463-4 
Robbins, Royal, 394, 402 
Roberts, Gilbert, 366, 369, 370, 371 
Roberts, J.O.M., and 1953 expedition, 299, 
300; 1963 American expedition, 366, 384; 
joint leader, 1971 International 
Expedition, 402, 403, 404, 410, 417-21 
passim; character, 418; deputy leader, 

1972 S.W. Face expedition, 437; 
comparison with Mike Cheney, 4*17 
Roch, Andre, 283-6 passim, 290, 293 
Rock Band, passim; description, 6, 396, 

440-4 1 ;mt ascent of, 450-5 1 
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Rongbuk Glacier, passim; description, 52, 

58 

Rongbuk monastery, passim-, description , 
52,80-81 

Rongbuk valley, passim', description, 2, 8, 
52,80-81 

Rongshar valley, 132, 144-5, 154-5,278 
Rosedale, Barney, 437, 440 
Rowaling,278 
Roxburgh, WingCmdr, 301 
Royal Corps of Signals, 166 
Royal Geographical Society, Goldie/Moriey 
disagreement, 16-18; Rawling plan 
approved, 19; Noel’s lecture to, 20-21; 
interest in mapping, 22; formation of 
Everest Committee, 30-31; report on 
1921 expedition, 70; money for 1922 
expedition, 80, 100; Mallory memorial 
service, 140; and Bailey, 142; and foreign 
‘interlopers’, 149-50; dispute with India 
Office, 155; criticized by climbers, 185-6, 
208; and Biacker’s flight, 228; and 
Tibetan ban on foreigners, 267; formation 
of Himalayan Committee, 269; and 
naming of Everest, 484, 485 
Royal Society, 297 
Russian climbing, 344-5 
Rutkiewitz, Mrs Wanda, 477 
Ruttledge, Hugh, rejected for 1924 
expedition, 104; description, 161, 186; 
1933 expedition, 161-86 passim, 236; 
appointed leader, 161-2; reprimands 
Bimie and Boustead, 174; proposal for 
autumn attempt rejected, 184; 
Ruttlcdge/Crawford controversy, 186-91, 
208; resigns leadership, 187, 188; joins 
Everest Committee, 187;accepts 
leadership, 1935/6 expedition, 188, 190; 
1935/6 expedition, 196, 202-8 passim, 
221, 241, 253; his shortcomings, 207-8 
Ruwenzori, 203, 247 
Ryder, C.H.D., 14,34,36 

Sagamartha, 488; National Park, 488 

Sager, Adi, 43 1 , 432 

Sagono, Hiroshi, 399 

St Alban’s School, 255 

St Paul's Cathedral, 140 

Sager, Adi, 431, 432 

Saleki, Mischa, 425, 427, 429-30 

Salmond, Sir John, 230 

Saltoro Kangri, 301 

Samdrub, 357 

Sandakp’u, 250 

Sandhurst Military Academy, 301 
SankarRi, 81 
Sar, 196 
Sarki, 290 

Satoh,Shigeru,397 " 


Saussure, H.B. de, 21 1 
Sayle, Murray, 404, 423 
Sayre, Woodrow Wilson, 246, 255-65, 276, 
296, 349 ’ 

Scbauer, Robert, 470 

Schlommer, Leo, 405, 410,413, 422, 429, . 
430 

Schmied, Ernst, 361 
Schneider, Horst, 429, 43 1 , 432 
Scott, Doug, ‘us and them’ syndrome, 173; 
1972 European expedition, 425-32 
parstm; description, 433; autumn 1972 
British expedition, 437, 438, 441; 1975 
British expedition, 443, 447-56 passim-, 
first ascent of S.W. Face, 452-4 
Scott, J.M., 163 
Scott, Col. Robert L., 235 
SebuLa,216 

‘Second Step’, 126-8, 136, 137-9, 178, 179, 
180, 348, 349-51, 353, 356, 357, 358;first 
ascent of, 350-51 
Secord, Campbell, 269, 297 
Sella, Vittorio, 461 
Semchumbi, 120 
Sempill, Master of, 229 
Serpo La, 20, 44 
Shackleton suits, 106 
Shamsher, 112, 114, 132 
Shebbeare, E.O., 104, 112, 113, 117, 131, 
150, 162, 171, 173 

Shekar Dzong, 49-50, 80, 108, 132, 145, 
153-4 

Sherpas (porters), passim-, first mention in 
records, 28; difficulties with, 37, 83, 1 12, 
253, 315, 372-3, 427-8; taught ice craft 
by Mallory, 54; Mallory’s attitude 
towards, 54; stamina, 65, 66, 86, 221, 

316; seven killed (1922), 97-8; fatalistic 
attitude, 98, 221; four rescued (1924), 
116-17; memorial cairn, 132; food, 166; 
reprimanded by Shipton, 198; first lead 
climb on Everest (Rrnzing), 204; Namche 
Bazar, 251; Hillary’s and Shipton’s 
attitude to risks involving, 273-4, 281; 
allocation of (1953), 314; character of, 

314, 427-8; relationship with climbers, 
314-16; attitude to Americans, 372; 1970 
Japanese expedition disaster, 398; 1974 
French expedition disaster, 461 ; 
relationship with Messner, 476, See also 
names of individual sherpas 
Shih Chan-chun, 348, 349, 350, 354 
Shiling, 48 

Shipton, Eric, descripuonofThyangboche, 

9; selected for 1933 expedition, 162; 
traverse of Mt Kenya, 163; 1933 
expedition, 166-83 passim, 187; on the 
Bimie row, 174; 1935/6 expedition, 

188-208 passim; Garhwal expedition. 
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